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The research component of this thesis was completed during 2019, fortuitously prior 
to the global pandemic COVID-19, at the archives of the World Council of Churches 
(WCC) in Geneva. The thesis examines the importance of both ecumenism and 
ecology in the work of the WCC. More specifically, it considers an example of shifting 
concern within the WCC towards global ecology and creation care as seen in the 
WCC’s initiative, Justice, Peace, and Integrity of Creation (JPIC). Two main 
arguments are offered. The first argument is primarily historical. It presents evidence 
that structural and ecclesial ecumenism at the WCC is in decline whilst interest in 
eco-theology and “saving the planet” is increasing. The second argument is more 
future focussed, and of necessity therefore more prospective and tentative. It 
suggests that even though traditional approaches to structural ecumenism now 
receive less attention in comparison to the past, and have to some extent been 
displaced by global ecology in Christian concern for the oikoumene, nonetheless the 
turn to global ecology might ultimately serve structural ecumenism in positive ways. 
In the future, eco-theology may become an important driver of church unity as 
originally prayed for by Jesus in John 17:23. Many Christians, particularly youth, 
seem to be less interested in the denominational label on their church door (if indeed 
they even go to traditional church), but they are embracing environmental activism 
empowered by faith and the new emphasis on God’s immanence. The future of 
ecclesial ecumenism may benefit significantly from new relationships which arise 
from collaborative partnerships within the churches for global ecology. Faith-based 
ecological concern and activism might thereby in future offer opportunities for 






During 2019 I was able to visit the World Council of Churches' (WCC) head office in 
Geneva. Over lunch with a staff member I had been put in touch with via attendance 
at the WCC Governance, Economics and Management school in Zambia, I asked 
how many people worked at the magnificent facility located between the United 
Nations campus and Geneva International Airport. He replied “Oh there’s about 120 
staff here these days, back in the 1980s there were 800”.  
The huge contrast in these numbers, evidence of a significant decline, surprised me. 
What could explain the dramatic reduction in the global ecumenical movement which 
started with such enthusiasm over 100 years ago at the Edinburgh CMS 
conference?  
The aim of this thesis is to examine the decline of ecclesial ecumenism at the WCC 
alongside a corresponding rise in its ecological commitment. Whilst the overall 
decline in the work of the WCC as an ecumenical body is acknowledged, this is set 
alongside the bold commitment the WCC has given to ecological issues in its work 
for Justice Peace and Integrity of Creation (JPIC). In many ways, the JPIC was 
ahead of its time and has important lessons for the future. Understanding the 
strengths and weaknesses of the JPIC initiative offers insights into how eco-
theological initiatives might develop in the future, and also how global ecological 
concern might at some future point contribute to a new form of ecumenism. 
Exploring the history of the ecumenical and ecological dimensions of the WCC 
alongside each other is in keeping with the WCC’s own sense of self-identity. The 
core concern of the WCC is the oikoumene, as reflected in the terminology of the 
WCC home page, www.oikoumene.org. The Greek word oikoumenos (that which is 
inhabited) is derived from the verb ‘oikein’ to inhabit or dwell. The Greek term 
oikoumenikos is derived from the same root, and was used as a term for the Roman 
Empire as a contraction of the phrase he oikoumene ge ‘the whole inhabited world’. 
This gave rise to the Latin term oecumenicus as the general or universal. 1  
In the decades following the Edinburgh CMS conference the term “ecumenical” 
became quite restricted. It was used primarily for ecclesial ecumenism and church 
                                                          
1 See https://www.etymonline.com/word/ecumenical 
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unity.2 This traditional ecclesial ecumenism promotes unity between the Orthodox, 
Roman Catholic, and Protestant branches of the church is that part of the 
ecumenical tradition that seeks to reconcile the historical divisions of Christian 
churches by conducting ecclesiastical conversations on doctrines, rituals, 
sacraments scripture and tradition.3 While these ecclesial ecumenical processes still 
occur, they are a shadow of their former prominence, as shown in Chapter 1. 
It is therefore important to note that “Ecumenical” might be better understood as the 
search for the unity of the “whole inhabited earth”, which might include the internal 
development within the church but also go far beyond that. The word “church” is 
considerably different from “whole inhabited earth”. As time has progressed phrases 
like “new ecumenism”, “mega ecumenism”, “wider ecumenism”, and “inter-religious 
ecumenism” have come into use to re-affirm this wider relevance of ecumenism 
beyond the concerns of ecclesial ecumenism around institutional structures of 
church unity. These terms point to the need for religious traditions to grow closer 
together on a grand scale. Likewise, in keeping with the idea of “whole habitation”, 
there has been more attention to social justice and to creation care as appropriate 
ecumenical concerns beyond church unity.  
Concurrent with these developments, there has also been a quiet shift that has 
begun to put greater emphasis on God’s immanence. Even though the Semitic 
religions have emphasised both the transcendence and the immanence of God, 
transcendence played the major role in the actual understanding of humanity’s 
relation to God.4 
Given that the creation is one of the ways that God is revealed to humanity (the other 
two being Scripture and the Holy Spirit), together with this increased emphasis on 
immanence in Abrahamic faiths, we are seeing a significant revival in the “spiritual 
aspects” of humanity’s relationship with the creation. Added to this is a deteriorating 
eco-crisis with daily sourced commentary about pollution, climate change, marine 
eco-system collapse, species extinction and soil erosion, as a result of which we are 
                                                          
2 See Wilfred Cantwell Smith, "The Christian in a Religiously Plural World," in Christianity and Other Religions, 
ed. John Hick and Brian Hebblethwaite (Glasgow: Collins, 1980), 87. 
3 Christine Shyamala Ariarajah, An Ecumenical Vision for Sustainable Peace: Asian Diaspora Construct of an 
Ecumenical Ethic (Cologne: Lambert Academic, 2009), 18. 
4 Wesley Ariarajah, Moving Beyond the Impasse: Re-Orienting Ecumenical and Interfaith Relations 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2018), 150. 
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seeing a rise in the study of eco-theology. Christian green groups such as Arocha 
and the Evangelical Environmental Network (EEN) are gaining membership as 
Christians the world over realise they have responsibility towards creation.5 Different 
forms of eco-theology have come to fore and are likely to have an increasing 
influence on o Christian theology in the twenty-first century. A critical assessment of 
the strengths and weaknesses of the WCC’s JPIC work is therefore an appropriate 
focus for this thesis.  
In terms of locating this work in a theological framework, it fits best in the broad 
definition of church history with a strong emphasis on ecumenical theology6 7 and a 
secondary emphasis on eco-theology 8  9 . One might also describe the work as 
originating at the nexus of ecumenical theology and eco-theology using a historical 
case study where an ecumenical body attempted to give significant profile to an eco-
theological concept. There is no attempt here to document a “systematic theological” 
link between the two fields of endeavour. Instead I will document qualitative and 
quantitative changes in ecumenism and eco-theology in the past century and 
suggest how the latter could become an important contributor to the former in future. 
Chapter One will provide a summary of history, achievements and challenges of 100 
years of structural and ecclesial ecumenism. I will introduce the World Council of 
Churches (WCC) with emphasis on its members and non-members such as the 
Roman Catholic Church and many of the evangelical and pentecostal churches. The 
challenges faced by WCC in meeting its goals of church unity will be covered in 
detail, these include rivalry between churches, local vs central organisation of 
ecumenism, financial pressures and contextual conflicts between First World and 
Majority World theologians. The chapter includes a high-level review of ecumenical 
literature and an assessment of the WCC’s performance at facilitating church unity 
through multi-lateral and bi-lateral dialogue. 
                                                          
5 Carole King points out that “Habitat” or “Household” is the core meaning of all three “eco” words, ecology, 
economy and ecumenism; Carole M King, Habitat of Grace: Biology, Christianity, and the Global Environmental 
Crisis (Adelaide: Australian Theological Forum, 2002), 30. 
6 Paul Avis, Reshaping Ecumenical Theology: The Church Made Whole? (London: T&T Clark, 2010). 
7 Ivana Noble, Essays in Ecumenical Theology: Aims, Methods, Themes & Contexts, Studies in Reformed 
Theology (Boston: Brill, 2018). 
8 Celia Deane-Drummond, A Primer in Ecotheology: Theology for a Fragile Earth (Eugene, Oregon: Cascade 
Companions, 2017). 
9 Daniel Brunner, Jennifer Butler, and AJ Swoboda, Introducing Evangelical Ecotheology: Foundations in 
Scripture, Theology, History and Praxis (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker Academic, 2014). 
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Chapter Two will include a review of the theology underpinning attempts by 
Christians to protect and enhance the environment. I will engage with eco-
theologians who have emerged over that past 50 years, some directly from within the 
ecumenical movement. Included will be "Called to Unity", a speech presented by 
Joseph Sittler at the 1961 WCC General Assembly in New Delhi. More recent 
contributors to eco-theology will also be covered to build a sound theological case for 
the practice of creation care by Christians.  
Chapter Three contains the primary source research component of the thesis. It 
considers the interaction of eco-theology and ecumenism in the World Council of 
Churches initiative known as Justice, Peace and the Integrity of Creation (JPIC). 
Research was completed by visiting the vast archives of the WCC at 150 Rue de 
Ferney, Geneva, Switzerland in July 2019. 10  Included were reports, conference 
proceedings, letters, facsimiles, speeches, press releases, minutes of internal 
meetings, memorandums and other forms of correspondence between senior staff 
members at the WCC and external stakeholders involved with the JPIC. The chapter 
is essentially an investigation into and documentation of the JPIC which commenced 
at the 1983 Vancouver General Assembly of the WCC. The first half is a 
chronological sequence of the key milestones and events of the JPIC leading to the 
World Convocation of Justice Peace and the Integrity of Creation in March 1990 in 
Seoul, South Korea. The second half looks at the key themes that emerged over the 
years leading to the Seoul Convocation and some of the post-mortem activities that 
occurred during the early 1990s. I have tried to consider key world events that 
encouraged grass roots concern and uprising around justice, peace and the integrity 
of creation. The opinions and theology of key leaders within the JPIC is also 
considered along with the key principles and ideas promulgated in the JPIC which 
were translated around the world. 
Chapter Four will draw on the critical secondary literature surrounding the JPIC 
which comes from both internal sources (members and affiliates of the WCC) and 
also from broader commentators. A variety of JPIC achievements have been 
                                                          
10 Access to the archives was facilitated by presenting credentials from the University of Otago in New Zealand 
and receiving a daily “pass” to enter the archives and read material relevant to the JPIC. Because most of the 
material was older than 30 years, there were no copyright restrictions in place and much of the archival 
material cited was first photographed onto my iPad over three days and subsequently read in detail and placed 
into a logical sequence from which conclusions were drawn. 
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suggested including the seeding of new ecological ventures by Christians, albeit with 
some harsh criticisms around non-inclusivity of various groups and complexity.  Both 
Catholic and Orthodox perspectives on the JPIC are considered and JPIC attempts 
at a comprehensive theology of creation are assessed.  
Chapter Five pauses to consider the broader topic of the Nature of the Church 
according to leading theologians George Lindbeck, Stanley Hauerwas and Lesslie 
Newbigin. This is important for the presentation of conclusions from the study – if 
eco-theology is to be a key positive influence on the unity of the church, then both 
creation care and visible unity must fit within its defined role on earth. I will attempt to 
show that according to the three named theologians, ecumenical environmentalism 
is consistent with a view of the church which is missionally and eschatologically 
focussed. 
Chapter Six will offer a provisional prescription for what might evolve from the 
historical JPIC and how things might be done better if environmental ecumenism is 
to result in greater church unity. The extent to which ecumenical bodies of the future 
may need to change their modus operandi to accommodate the burgeoning interest 
in environmental issues by ecumenically minded Christians is considered. A list of 
recommended actions and inclusions is proposed in the event of the WCC 
considering a re-introduction of the JPIC in future. This may result in significant 
headway being made in uniting Christians around a cause which every human being 
has a stake in: the future of planet Earth 
The conclusion will summarise and re-state the central argument of the thesis. 
Looking back over the decades, the concerns for ecumenism and ecology have been 
pursued as largely separate concerns. Over time the concern for ecclesial 
ecumenism largely stalled whilst concern for ecology has grown and come to the 
fore. Looking forwards, it is likely that attention to ecology will continue to strengthen 
as a priority. Lessons from the JPIC experience can offer guidance for this. 
Furthermore, it is possible that previous approaches to structural and ecclesial 
ecumenism may over time be replaced by a new form of eco-theological ecumenism. 
A dying planet may cause Christians to forget their confessional differences and 





Chapter One – Structural and Ecclesial Ecumenism 
The central argument of this chapter is that historical attempts to achieve church 
unity by resolving theological differences and bringing diverse churches into a single 
confessional body are a failure. 
 
History of Ecumenism 
 
Ecumenism is a vast topic that spans the entire period of the Christian faith, right 
from the early times of the Church which formed after the resurrection and ascension 
of Jesus in the first century AD. The united and happy commencement of the church 
in Acts 2:42-47 was soon to be fraught with a variety of theological conflicts which 
had already risen before the Council of Jerusalem (Acts 15). St Peter himself had to 
intervene in this case. 
Jacques Desseaux contends that there is a breakdown in the Church’s fabric every 
500 years. Citing the ancient church’s split after the Council of Chalcedon (sixth 
century), the Orthodox-Roman Catholic split in the eleventh century and the 
Protestant reformation in the sixteenth century, he suggests that five hundred years 
later we now have the “century of ecumenism”.11 After centuries of divisions and 
rivalries, the church has gradually settled down into four major ecclesio-cultural 
types; the Roman Catholic, Orthodox, mainline Protestant and Pentecostal 
charismatic families.12 
For the purposes of this study, we will be focussing on this century of ecumenism 
leading to the present day. Student essays and examination answers on the history 
of the modern ecumenical movement almost invariably start with the World 
Missionary Conference held in Edinburgh from 14 to 23 June 1910.13 Evangelism 
and theology, rather than social issues, appear to be prioritised by the ecumenists of 
the early twentieth century. Following the Edinburgh conference, a series of Faith 
                                                          
11 Jacques Elisee Desseaux, Twenty Centuries of Ecumenism (New York: Paulist Press, 1984), 4. 
12 Ariarajah, Moving Beyond the Impasse: Re-Orienting Ecumenical and Interfaith Relations. 102 
13 Brian Stanley, "Edinburgh 1910 and the "Oikoumene"," in Ecumenism and History: Studies in Honour of John 
H. Y. Briggs, ed. Anthony R. Cross (Carlisle: Paternoster Press, 2002), 89. 
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and Order conferences occurred around the world commencing in Lausanne in 
1927.14  
However, only just over a decade after the Lausanne conference, the world was at 
war again and this seems to be instrumental in bringing about the formation of the 
World Council of Churches in Amsterdam in 1948 with social issues as well as 
theology at the fore. John Wright considers that the sufferings of the first half of the 
century paved the way for healing a thousand years of increased fragmentation in 
the ecclesial body of Christ.15 Wright goes on to emphasise how deeply a concern 
for a visible unity of the church dominated Christian theological discourse following 
the great wars given the tragedy of millions of deaths in a war that the church 
Protestant, Catholic and Orthodox condoned.16 
The high peak of the ecumenical movement took place at the second Vatican council 
in the 1960’s. It was a kind of ecumenism on the part of the official church, a warmth 
of reception which represented an active unity such as has never occurred before 
and has never occurred afterwards.17 During the course of the post conciliar era, 
theological commissions, under that name or some variant such as colloquium, 
dialogue, or conversation were set up between the Pontifical Council for Christian 
Unity and practically every possible organised Christian communion or grouping in 
the world.18 
It appears that the Roman Catholic Church in launching Vatican II had a clear 
strategy for getting various members of their “separated brethren” over the line for 
organic unity. The writings of Augustin Cardinal Bea during the 1960’s reveal that the 
Vatican thought that “Orthodox Churches have certain great advantages when 
compared with the various groups that cut themselves off in the sixteenth century. 
They have preserved unbroken the succession of their bishops and along with that, 
vital sacraments, above all the Eucharist.”19 Cardinal Bea acknowledges as “a most 
serious difficulty” the fact that for Protestants “there is no real doctrinal authority in 
                                                          
14 H.N Bate, ed. Faith and Order: Proceedings of the World Conference, Lausanne (London: SCM, 1927). 
15 John Wright, ed. Postliberal Theology and the Church Catholic: Conversations with George Lindbeck, David 
Burrell, Stanley Hauerwas (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2012), 2. 
16 Ibid. 21-23 
17 George Lindbeck, "I Pray That They Might Be One as We Are One: An Interview with George Lindbeck," in 
Postliberal Theology and the Church Catholic, ed. John Wright (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2012), 127. 
18 Kenneth D. Whitehead, The New Ecumenism: How the Catholic Church after Vatican II took over the 
Leadership of the World Ecumenical Movement (New York: Society of St Paul, 2009), 54. 
19 Augustin Cardinal Bea, The Unity of Christians, ed. Bernard Leeming (New York: Herder & Herder, 1963), 41. 
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the Church, but each individual is free to make his own decisions about religion”.20  
The inference here is that the strategy Rome wanted to employ was to get the 
Orthodox Church onside first and then consider the more difficult problem of the 
“protesters” as a second priority. 
A decade after the Vatican II Council, in 1972 the Friars of the Atonement in Rome 
compiled a directory of 185 different Ecumenical Institute centres and 
organisations.21 The existence of such a vast array of ecumenical organisations is 
testimony to the tenacity and focus of the mid-late 20th century ecumenists and to the 
priority afforded ecumenism by churches during this period. 
One hundred and nine years after the Edinburgh conference, there now exists 3 
major global groupings of Christians whose members engage in a variety of 
ecumenical activities together. These are the World Evangelical Alliance (New York), 
the World Council of Churches (Geneva) and the Roman Catholic Church (Vatican 
City, Rome). In addition to these global entities, many regional and national Councils 
of Churches exist around the world. 
 
Theology of Ecumenism 
 
The most common scriptural references cited in connection with the modern 
ecumenical movement are those in John 17 which incorporate the prayer of Jesus 
“that they may be one as we are one”. Given that John 17:21 is a direct quotation of 
a prayer of Jesus, it would be difficult to argue that the unity of the church is anything 
other than the divine will of God and this theme has pervaded ecumenical literature 
over the years as well. Ecumenists and scholars of religious studies would probably 
agree that approaching the issue (of Christian unity) from the perspective of fulfilling 
the will of God is the supreme unifying element that has the power and capacity to 
hold together people of a great variety of views and ideologies.  
There are protestant theologians however who question the use of Jesus’ prayer in 
John 17 “that they may all be one” as a justification for structural and ecclesial 
                                                          
20 Ibid. 44 
21 Friars of the Atonement, "Ecumenism around the World: A Directory of Ecumenical Institutes, Centers and 
Organisations," (Rome: Friars of the Atonement, 1972). 
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ecumenism. Suggesting that the prayer should be considered much more in the light 
of “loving one another”, Ian Henderson, Professor of Systematic Theology at 
University of Glasgow states “I do not think the prayer of the Johannine Christ lays 
any obligation on us to seek a oneness which gives expression to a claim of 
exclusiveness or a will to power".22  
Further developing this theme, Bishop Lesslie Newbigin, a towering figure in the 
ecumenical movement suggests that ecumenical councils are a good idea rather 
than trying to merge separately constituted churches.  
There has been a strong current of feeling against structures which dominate 
and oppress the individual. By contrast, the conciliar model emphasizes the 
elements of variety and individuality.23 
Citing John 17:1-2, 18-23, the authors of foundational Catholic text “Introduction to 
Ecumenism” acknowledge that Christians do not live in that unity for which Christ 
prayed, but through common faith, baptism and Scripture, they share a real, if yet 
imperfect, communion.24 
The call to Christian unity is a call to conversion and to openness to love of 
other Christians and their churches. Most of all, the call of Christ to the unity 
of the church is a call to spiritual renewal that is realized in prayer, mission, 
ministry, service and dialogue.25 
Bishop Newbigin would appear to support the Roman Catholic emphasis on prayer 
and spiritual renewal as key factors in structural church unity. “The disastrous error 
of Federation is that it offers us reunion without repentance.26 
Nevertheless, despite suggestions that Christians should see ecumenism as 
something deeply spiritual, the prevailing theological view during this past century 
has been about ecumenism’s role in achieving organic church unity. Lutheran 
theologian George Lindbeck gives the following pithy summary: 
The official ecumenical movement includes only Christians and excludes non-
Christians, is composed of only some Christian churches to the omission of 
                                                          
22 Ian Henderson, Power without Glory: A Study in Ecumenical Politics (London: Hutchinson, 1967), 25-26. 
23 Lesslie Newbigin, "What Is a "Local Church Truly United"?," Ecumenical Review, no. April (1977), 117. 
24 Jeffrey Gros, Eamon McManus, and Ann Riggs, Introduction to Ecumenism (New York: Paulist Press, 1998), 1. 
25 Ibid. 2 
26 Lesslie Newbigin, The Household of God (Eugene: Wipf and Stock, 1953), 22. 
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others, and has as its official and controversial defining objective the visible 
and, indeed, institutionalized reunion of separated Christian bodies.27 
Speaking to delegates at the 1977 Lausanne gathering to mark fifty years of Faith 
and Order conferences and deliberations between different churches, protestant 
theologian Jürgen Moltmann issued a direct challenge to church authorities to do 
something about visible unity: 
The time for non-committal ecumenical efforts, for working papers and 
committees is coming to an end. Now that the theologians have thrashed out 
doctrinal differences separating the churches, the time has come for church 
authorities to do their ecumenical duties and draw the necessary 
conclusions.28 
In keeping with Moltmann’s view, various Popes have also recognized that unity 
requires more than diplomacy. Joseph Ratzinger, who continued to publish 
theological reflections after he became Pope Benedict XVI, made the following 
comments regarding the role of human dialogue whilst on a journey to church unity: 
It seems to me important to recognize the limits of “ecumenical negotiations” 
and to expect no more from them than they can yield: rapprochement in 
important human areas, but not unity itself. We should first try to find unity in 
diversity, to accept what is fruitful in our divisions, to detoxify them and to 
welcome the positive things that come precisely from diversity.29 
If John 17 is the most commonly cited chapter of scripture underpinning ecumenism 
theologically, then 1 Corinthians 12, Paul’s description of the church as the body of 
Christ, is the most compelling image of unity. Again considering the 1927 Lausanne 
conference, delegates spoke of the visible unity the churches seek as “a church so 
united that the ultimate loyalty of every member would be given to the whole body 
and not to any part of it”.30 Michael Kinnamon, long time WCC staff member and 
ecumenical author credits Suzanne de Dietrich, a founding staff member of the 
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Ecumenical Institute at Bossey, with pioneering the focus on Paul’s image of the 
body to encapsulate what ecumenical unity was about. De Dietrich argued that 
although Paul is speaking about individual members of the church in 1 Corinthians 
12, the image is also applicable to the inter-relationship of communities.31 
A definitive vision of unity was finally formulated in one of the longest and most 
crucial sentences ever written in ecumenical history at the third WCC Assembly in 
New Delhi in 1961. 
We believe that the unity which is both God’s will and his gift to his Church is 
being made visible as all in each place who are baptized into Jesus Christ and 
confess him as Lord and Saviour are bought by the Holy Spirit into one fully 
committed fellowship, holding the one apostolic faith, preaching the one 
gospel, breaking the one bread, joining in common prayer, and having a 
corporate life reaching out in witness and service to all and who at the same 
time are united with the whole Christian fellowship in all places and all ages in 
such wise that ministry and members are accepted by all, and that all can act 
and speak together as occasion requires for the tasks to which God calls his 
people.32 
Miriam Haar points out that although the Delhi delegates would have been aware 
that a commitment to such a unity would be costly, the question as to what degree 
member churches would be willing to pay this price has been an ecumenical issue 
ever since.33 
In his widely acclaimed book The Nature of Doctrine, Lutheran theologian George 
Lindbeck puts the ecumenical movement in the centre of his development of an 
entirely new way of thinking about the theory and practice of religion. Discounting the 
“cognitive-propositional” method of assessing doctrinal truth and also the 
“experiential-expressive” method common in the 20th century, he instead introduces 
the idea of a “cultural-linguistic” approach, suggesting that this offers ecumenists 
significant benefits in their goal of achieving visible unity. 
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Religions resemble languages together with their correlative forms of life and 
are thus similar to cultures insofar as these are understood semiotically as 
reality and value systems – that is as idioms for the construing of reality and 
the living of life. The function of church doctrines that becomes most 
prominent in this perspective is their use not as expressive symbols or as 
truth claims, but as communally authoritative rules of discourse, attitude and 
action.34 
Lindbeck goes on to suggest that once doctrines are seen as sets of rules that may 
be applied in different contexts, cultures or language traditions, it is much easier to 
see how the age-old problem inherent in ecumenical dialogue – reconciliation 
without capitulation – might become a coherent notion. Nevertheless, progress 
around reconciling conflicting doctrines across faith traditions, the most common 
purpose of ecumenical dialogue, remains glacial in pace. 
 
Reluctant and non-participatory churches in World Council of Churches 
 
If we consider the World Council of Churches to be the “ground zero” of global 
ecumenism, there are three significant groups of Christians who either don’t belong 
at all, belong partially and have their own club as well, or who belong but appear to 
regularly have doubts and concerns about their membership. Respectively, these 
groups are the Roman Catholic Church, the Evangelical Churches and the Orthodox 
Churches. It is worth a brief consideration of each of these groups and their role in 
global ecumenism. 
 
Catholicism and Ecumenism 
 
Protestant Christians may well claim to have first seeded the ecumenical movement 
through the 1910 Edinburgh conference and the 1948 formation of the WCC in 
Amsterdam. However, it is not difficult to argue that through the decrees and 
discussions of the Vatican II Council, Catholics have provided a larger share of the 
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enthusiasm and theological underpinning of ecumenism in the 20th century. In the 
decree Unitatis Redintegratio the Second Vatican Council recognized that the 
ecumenical movement is a sign of the Holy Spirit’s action and said that it considered 
the promotion of the ecumenical movement to be one of its principal tasks.35 
Not all Catholics felt comfortable with the new ecumenical vision outlined by Pope 
Paul VI at Vatican II. American Catholic theologian Thomas Ryan offers the following 
reflection from Minnesota: 
Please understand that in the 1960s we Roman Catholics were deposited on 
the open sea in a force nine theological gale just with many of us were 
beginning to learn how to sail our craft around the harbour on a calm day. 
Some boats disappeared without a trace, some went on the rocks, many 
scrambled back to the moorings never to get loose again and many rode out 
the storm which abated in the mid-70s.36 
However, despite the huge enthusiasm for, and contribution to, the global 
ecumenical movement, the Roman Catholic Church has never joined the WCC and 
has steadfastly held on to key aspects of Catholic teachings through a now 60-year 
series of multi and bi-lateral dialogues with mainline Protestant, Evangelical and 
Orthodox churches. Using the Anglican dialogue as an example of this, a survey of 
the ARCIC literature (Anglican Roman Catholic International Commission) reveals 
key topics about which Catholics and Protestants disagree. Critical amongst these 
would be the place of Mary in theology and church life. 37  Catholics have also 
focussed extensively the primacy of the Pope (or the “Petrine Ministry” as they prefer 
to call the papacy) both with Orthodox38 and Protestant39 churches. 
Margaret O’Gara, a committed Catholic ecumenist digs deeper into the reasons for 
the Protestant-Catholic differences with a commentary on the importance of scripture 
vs tradition in determining church doctrines. While not suggesting that Catholics 
should embrace the protestant idea of sola scriptura (scripture alone), she contends 
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that “there has been a shift to the centrality of the word of God in the Roman Catholic 
Church.” 40  Walter Cardinal Kaspar, one-time head of the Pontifical Council for 
Promoting Christian Unity, states that Catholics want to emphasize spiritual 
ecumenism in future rather than an academic or diplomatic process.41 
 
Evangelicals and Pentecostals within Ecumenism 
 
Notwithstanding their ecumenical vision, Pentecostals have historically not been 
substantial contributors to the formal ecumenical movement – very few Pentecostal 
churches are members of the World Council of Churches. Recent decades have 
seen a more open response with the contribution of Pentecostal scholars to WCC 
events and also bilateral dialogues.42 One of the difficulties of dialogues, particularly 
the Pentecostal – Roman Catholic one, has been the lack of a fixed body of teaching 
that constitutes the Pentecostal position on any particular topic. 43 This contrasts 
starkly with Rome which has a vast array of formal and published theology of the 
Roman Catholic Church, underpinned by centuries of papal encyclicals and Councils 
going back to 4th century. 
Evangelicals have not embraced membership of the WCC with any great enthusiasm 
either, perhaps because as claimed by Robert K. Johnston, a reporter for The 
Covenant Companion at the WCC Canberra assembly, “Many Covenanters, like 
American Evangelicals more generally, have a vague preconception that the WCC is 
little more than spoken heresy wedded to liberal politics”.44 However, it was from this 
very Assembly that the first official attempt to bring Evangelicals into dialogue with 
the Orthodox tradition was initiated.45  Evangelicals learnt over the following two 
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decades of documented dialogue with Orthodox theologians that they had common 
ground theologically in the areas of conversionism, Biblicism, crucicentrism and 
activism.46 
It appears that the most famous evangelical theologian of all time, Dr Billy Graham, 
was sympathetic to the cause of ecumenism. In an archival document at the WCC in 
Geneva, an explanation for the difficulties evangelicals have in engaging in 
ecumenical dialogue is attributed to Dr Graham.  
The issue which was raised of the relationship between evangelical and 
ecumenical Christians (if you will permit me to oversimplify the labels) is 
admittedly complex and difficult. Part of the complexity comes from the fact 
that evangelicals have no central organisational structure.47 
Dr Graham is alluding to the fact that no one authority or entity within the evangelical 
movement is mandated to speak on its behalf with other Christian churches. 
 
Orthodox Church and Ecumenism 
 
The Orthodox Church has been engaged in the ecumenical movement from the 
outset and has firm views on most things within the WCC. In particular, over the 
years Orthodox theologians have urged the organisation to stick to the core goal for 
which it was set up. 
It is strongly urged by the Orthodox that the primary goal of the WCC be 
clearly and firmly emphasized once more as the restoration of the unity of all 
Christians within a conciliar fellowship of churches in full eucharistic 
communion amongst themselves.48 
Orthodox churches throughout history have been vigorous defenders of their 
positions and have not been timid in expressing this to other churches. In the ninth 
century Photian Schism, tensions and disagreements over theological, jurisdictional, 
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ecclesiological and disciplinary issues inherited from earlier generations were raised 
to the level of open controversy.49 In modern times, Orthodox could reasonably be 
regarded as representing the most conservative of theological positions within 
ecumenism as evidenced by the following quote: 
During the Central Committee meetings from 1992 onwards, the Orthodox 
delegates have taken a vigorous stand against inter-communion with non-
Orthodox, against inclusive language, ordination of women, the rights of 
sexual minorities and certain tendencies relating to religious syncretism.50 
This conservatism caused two Orthodox churches to leave the WCC in the 1960’s. 
However, there is also good self-awareness amongst the Orthodox that any 
concerns they may have about other churches, or the direction of travel of the 
ecumenical movement generally, is partly of their own making.  
We have not enlisted the number of church people ready, willing and able to 
participate in ecumenical meetings. We often decline to send delegates to 
meetings when invited. There are times when we Orthodox are unable to form 
a common mind, because we ourselves have not settled certain 
ecclesiological questions.51 
 
Challenges faced by the global ecumenical movement 
 
Rivalry amongst churches 
 
Almost from the beginning of Christianity there has been a state of warfare between 
divided Christians, warfare often of the most bitter description, as family quarrels too 
often are.52 A local New Zealand example of this rivalry is described by Colin Brown 
who refers to a conversation between Thomas Poynton and his wife, devout Irish 
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Catholics who in 1928 settled in the Hokianga region of New Zealand, and Mr 
Turner, the local Wesleyan Methodist missionary who had arrived in New Zealand 
several years later. 
Both men became rather heated. “You know that we call those who adhere to 
the Roman Catholic religion, “idolators” said Turner. “Well there is no cause of 
quarrel on that point, for you know that we are not idolators, but you are 
heretics” replied Poynton, determined to make things perfectly clear.53 
Brown went on to raise significant questions about the effectiveness of various 
attempts at inter-church co-operation in New Zealand. Of the National Council of 
Churches (NCC), an erstwhile significant ecumenical body, he suggested that 
“euthanasia should be sanctioned although with the hope that the Council, or some 
other body, will rise again with clearer vision and renewed energies”.54 New Zealand, 
following a long series of rivalries and disagreements, is now one of the few 
countries in the world with no visible national ecumenical organisation.55 
Sometimes rivalry between churches occurs within a very different societal power 
gradient with larger churches dominating small ones, or at very least appearing to 
ensure they don’t grow to become serious rivals. However sometimes this is 
sometimes counter-productive on the part of large churches as described by Oxford 
theologian and former Peruvian pastor Dario Lopez: 
The evangelical community has more than 100 years of presence and witness 
in Latin America. Because of her accelerated growth in recent decades, she 
has gone from a religious minority persecuted by the Roman Catholic 
religious majority and ignored by social scientists, politicians and the media, to 
the primary religious minority and second religious force in all the nations of 
the region.56 
A plausible explanation for church divisiveness and rivalry in modern times is given 
by Graham Hill and Grace Kim who make candid observations about the behaviour 
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of Christians and churches during the 2016 presidential election in the USA. 
Reflecting on a “polarized political culture”, they point out that many American 
Christians participated in a culture of divisiveness and animosity resulting in 
misunderstanding, accusations and disunity within and between churches.57 
 
First vs Majority World Ecumenism 
 
Right back at the start of the ecumenical movement during the congress of 
Protestant missionary societies at Edinburgh in 1910, a participant from the Far East 
addressed the Westerners.  
You have bought us your divisions. We beg you to preach the Gospel to us 
and allow Jesus Christ to raise up through his spirit a church set free of all the 
"isms" that now influence your preaching of the Gospel among us.58 
In a similar manner, Indian theologian T.K. Thomas laments not only the assertion by 
early missionaries from the west that “Presbyterianism or Congregationalism was the 
one and only form of Christianity”59, but also the confusing way in which the purpose 
of ecumenical endeavour is presented to the majority world churches. 
Now here are people talking about “ecumenical ecumenism” which will 
attempt to reach a mutual fecundation and to allow a corrective criticism 
among the religious traditions of the world without diluting the unique 
contribution of each tradition – WHATEVER THAT MEANS.60 (capitalisation 
added). 
Since these early times, a number of challenges to the traditional western power 
base of the ecumenical movement has been provided by theologians from majority 
world countries. These challenges have been both from a cultural and liberation 
theology perspective. In 1991 during the seventh WCC Assembly in Canberra, 
young Korean theologian Chung Hyun Kyung gave a dramatic and controversial 
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speech which amongst other things, referenced the female Buddha figure of Kwan 
In.61 This reference effectively linked the reality of the Holy Spirit with the religious 
tradition of Korea. Responding after her presentation to accusations of syncretism by 
Orthodox delegates at the Assembly, Ms Chung said: 
We have been listening to your intellectualism for 2000 years…..please listen 
to us. Third world theologies are the new paradigm, the new wine that can’t be 
put in your wineskins.62 
Sri Lankan Jesuit theologian, Aloysius Pieris expressed cynicism about the huge 
effort put into ecumenical dialogue by western theologians.  
Classical ecumenism is a charism specific to the local churches of the West. 
Church to church encounter with the concomitant obligation to discuss 
doctrinal differences weighs primarily on their conscience. Our task would be 
to profit by their efforts rather than duplicate them. An ecumenical congress 
that assembles to discuss these issues is a luxury we Asians cannot afford.63 
Majority World sources often challenge the wider and western ecumenical movement 
to share more resources, eliminate hierarchies and be a lot more inclusive when 
dealing with the churches in impoverished countries. Sometimes these calls have 
been both blunt and direct as in the following example: 
The Church has been accused of alliance with unjust and oppressive 
establishment, of having paternalistic attitudes in its action, of promoting 
personal conversion but changing nothing of the structure, of preaching love, 
but doing nothing to create a just society. The Church should go down from its 
throne of glory, from triumphalism and superiority complex, from its residential 
palaces, comfort and luxury of life, in order to be with the common people.64 
Local vs centralised Ecumenism 
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A constant recurring theme in the discussion about the place of ecumenism in the 
global church is that of whether it is the reserve of church leaders, theologians and 
academics, or whether it has a place amongst ordinary Christians at the coal face. 
This problem was identified as far back as the 1960’s when the World Council of 
Churches was close to the pinnacle of its power and Rome had just completed the 
Vatican II Council. The following three remarkably similar comments come 
respectively from Catholic, Anglican and Orthodox sources: 
The whole church is answerable for the ecumenical effort. To make peace, 
specialists are needed: diplomats and experts. But the work of diplomats and 
experts comes to nothing if it is not supported by the will and hopes of 
ordinary people.65 
The problem is always that of bringing the ordinary member of the Church into 
contact with those high and great problems which are usually reserved for the 
leaders and ecclesiastics. It is only when we come down from the high and 
breezy levels of theory to the lowlands of fact, reality and daily life that we 
discover what the problems really are.66 
All of us believe that the ecumenical movement must be brought down from 
the level of the ecumenists to the level of the people, from the complex 
terminology used by theologians to the language understood by the faithful, 
from the pulpit to the pew of the believer, from the pages of ecumenical 
literature to the lips of the readers.67 
Over the ensuing years, a variety of negative adjectives have emerged describing 
how ordinary Christians see ecumenism relative to their leaders. These descriptions 
include “condescending”, “corporate” and “bureaucratic”. 
Theoretical insights and practical initiatives have sometimes come from 
church leaders; and doctrinal dialogues have been conducted by 
ecclesiastical hierarchs and professional theologians. The question then 
becomes one of reception among what the jargon designates as "the grass 
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roots". Unfortunately, the desired move from the top down can be experienced 
in the condescending sense.68 
The trouble with any organised movement is bureaucracy. Any movement that 
gets organised has to be fed constantly from the grass roots or things happen 
to it such as has happened to the WCC.69 
The church is composed of human personalities which never can be regarded 
merely as elements or cells of the whole because each is in direct and 
immediate union with Christ. The personal is not to be sacrificed or dissolved 
in the corporate.70 
Rather than use the analogy of hierarchies and “local vs centralized”, Catholic lay 
journalist John Cogley suggests that lay people have a role in global ecumenism that 
is just as important as bishops, clergy and staff within ecumenical bodies.  
Just as war is too serious to be left to generals, so Christian unity is too 
important to be left to theologians. Only the laity can create the climate of 
mutual trust and charity for dialogue to be effective.71 
John Wright from the USA gives a rather poignant analysis of the consequences of a 
disconnect between theologians engaged in ecumenical dialogue and ordinary 
people in churches. Using the example of the most important statement negotiated 
between Catholics and Lutherans, that of the Doctrine of Justification, Wright says: 
The assembly can pass resolutions until it is blue in the face and the member 
churches can, if they so wish, simply file those resolutions away and forget 
about them without ever saying yes or no72. If the joint declaration on the 
doctrine of justification symbolises in some ways the victory, the muted 
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reception on the joint decoration in the churches throughout the world 
highlights the defeat.73 
 
Ecumenical bodies being run like businesses 
 
Ecumenical literature contains a number of authors who have criticised both 
churches and the ecumenical movement for the way in which they appear to be no 
different from businesses in the way they are governed and managed. Faith and 
Order theologians within the WCC as early as the 1960’s recognized the behaviour 
of churches like businesses and soundly criticized it. 
The present multiplicity of Christian groups cannot be rationalized as a means 
of ensuring “healthy competition and free enterprise” in religion. It involves, on 
the contrary, a spiritually indefensible fragmentation and dissipation of 
resources.74 
Rather than the traditional Johannine scriptural (John 17:21) mandate for the visible 
unity of churches, Lutheran theologian George Lindbeck suggests that: 
The need for unity has also mounted because competition becomes counter-
productive as the churches find themselves trying to sell highly similar 
products to an interchangeable clientele. Thus, the official ecumenism of the 
ecclesiastical bureaucracies is in part the product of pressures similar to those 
which produce price fixing, mergers and monopolies in the business world.75 
To this rather sobering analogy, close friend of Lindbeck’s and prolific author, 
Stanley Hauerwas adds that: “You live in a market share context which churches 
only want to be different in order to get their market shares”.76 Hauerwas, not short of 
critics for his pervasive cynicism, also made what many ecumenists would consider 
to be the following outrageous statement:  
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Protestant Ecumenism was denominational executives of the various 
Protestant denominations trying to see how they could join their 
denominational headquarters under diminishing resources to discover how 
unity could occur without anyone losing a job.77 
Efficiency is also an important paradigm from the business world that appears to 
have been (wrongly in the view of Canadian author John Macquarrie) adopted by the 
ecumenical movement.  
Ecumenical discussions have been left largely to administrators who are 
frequently impatient of theological issues and see them as hindrances in the 
way of building up an efficient ecclesiastical machine.78 
A surprising prescription for fixing the problem of the “business focus” of ecumenical 
bodies comes from Konrad Raiser, one-time General Secretary of the WCC who 
coined the term “D-institutionalisation”. This is surprising in the sense that while 
running the WCC, Raiser epitomised the importance of the “institution”, furthermore 
his critique of the processes of democracy used in institutions is somewhat hollow in 
that he doesn’t offer an alternative. Even popes are elected using democratic 
processes.   
D-institutionalisation is also required of ecumenical organisations. Even if 
many of these go by the name “council”, ethos and institutional structures are 
shaped less by the spirit of genuine conciliarity than by the rules of 
representative democracy. A typical preoccupation in these organisations is 
for ownership, control and power, rather than for communication and 
relationships.79 
 
Issues of Finance 
 
The ecumenical movement, while ostensibly relying financially on the member 
churches for whom it exists, appears to often struggle financially and turns to donors 
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outside the church, especially for special initiatives, meetings or projects. There is for 
example evidence of significant sacrificial giving of money to support the work of the 
Faith and Order Commission. In the late eighties, the director of the Commission 
expressed gratitude that:  
…with the present limited staff, it was possible to implement all plans and that 
several churches had been very helpful in covering additional expenses. This 
help included hospitality for meetings and grants from small and poor 
churches.80 
A fascinating tale of fundraising for the purchase of the Bossey castle in Switzerland 
(now home to the Bossey Ecumenical Institute owned by the WCC) is told by 
founding General Secretary Willem Visser t’Hooft: 
I went to the Rockefeller Centre, I think it was on the 57th floor and there sat 
Mr Rockefeller in his high tower. I mentioned rather specially the idea of 
setting up a new training centre for spiritual leadership, with special reference 
to young people. After a while I received a letter back and it was a surprising 
answer. “We think it is a good plan, but you haven’t asked for enough 
money".81  
Overall however, the lack of financial resources to run the global ecumenical 
movement is a recurring theme throughout the literature. Another good example from 
the 1990’s, when the movement had started its decline, is the discussion at the Faith 
and Order Commission’s 1994 meeting about allocation of funds into reserves for the 
future. Because of the financial difficulties of the World Council of Churches, this 
allocation was discontinued.82 Ernst Lange, a veteran staff member of the WCC and 
author of foundational text And Yet it Moves went so far as to suggest that finance 
was the major topic of discussion at the level of WCC member churches, often at the 
expense of the results of ecumenical meetings.  
What member church representatives say and promise at ecumenical 
meetings, is still essentially their private opinion. There is no certainty that 
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ecumenical findings, decisions, recommendations and problems will ever 
reach the official agencies of member churches, unless it concerns finance.83 
Lack of real financial assistance from wealthy churches to poor (often majority world) 
churches caused tensions within the ecumenical movement as well. Ecumenical 
sharing systems such as funding and project systems, have created illusions or a 
false sense of solidarity action by indirect and surrogate involvement. Supporting the 
people’s struggle with resources and funds must be based upon genuine solidarity 
with the people. This requires self-emptying of the institutional churches.84 
 
Summary of current state of Ecumenism 
 
The ecumenical movement has had a vast array of supporters and critics over its 
100-year history. There is no question that during the first half of the 20th century, 
during the establishment of the WCC (Protestant/Orthodox) and Vatican II (Catholic) 
council, there were more of the former than the latter. Scanning the literature, it 
appears that the decade of the 1990’s was the period where critics roughly equalled 
optimists. Consider the two starkly contrasting assessments from very senior 
sources both from the 1990’s. Firstly a Catholic Cardinal: 
In the last 50 years relationships have deepened, dialogues have borne 
theological fruit, prayers have begun to be answered and we have 
considerable resources in ecumenical results which invite our reflection, study 
and local action.85 
Followed by a WCC Secretary General: 
Whenever in recent times an attempt has been made at a diagnosis of the 
ecumenical movement, the overwhelming impression has been one of 
stagnation if not resignation.86 
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As time has gone on, within Catholic circles, the unrestricted praise for and 
endorsement of ecumenism evident in Cardinal Keeler’s comment above has been 
somewhat more muted. Two decades later another Cardinal made the following 
statement: 
Nevertheless, in many respects the ecumenical scene today is changing 
rapidly. The original enthusiasm has given way to a new sobriety; questions 
about the ecumenical methods and the achievements of the past decades, 
and doubts about the future are being expressed.87 
After a century of movement toward visible reconciliation in the church, the beginning 
of the 21st century witnessed a renewed fragmentation even within traditional 
ecclesial communions. Different ethics and politics within common historical 
traditions generated polemics that eerily reached the stridency of sixteenth century 
Protestant/Catholic discourses. 88  New sources of division are emerging which 
include; estrangements between mainline protestants and more conservative 
evangelicals who are often members of the same church, the rise of fundamentalism 
both Protestant and Catholic, the role of women in ministries and new forms of 
proselytism used by some church growth and evangelism programs among cultural 
minorities. 89  Another example of the “swinging pendulum” is the gap between 
Protestants and Orthodox which “is becoming wider as tendencies within certain 
Protestant denominations (inclusive language, ordination of women, rights of sexual 
minorities and religious syncretism) are becoming stronger”.90 
Bernard Thorogood seems to be one of the very early theologians to recognise these 
new pressures on the ecumenical movement when he made the following statement 
almost thirty years ago:  
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At present the pendulum within protestantism is swinging towards diversity 
with many church leaders pleading for that denominational distinctiveness 
which has developed in western Christianity in the last 200 years.91 
There are factors other than the moral and theological issues referred to above that 
have contributed to the current malaise of the ecumenical movement. Gesa E. 
Thiessen suggests that one of the most difficult concerns in ecumenical dialogue is 
the question of a church’s reception of bi- or multilateral documents into its own life, 
its dogmas and structures.  
Given the proliferation of ecumenical statements over the last decades, it is 
not even surprising that those churches, which are at first willing to engage in 
reception, do not bother in the end, when they realise that sister churches are 
not willing to do likewise.92 
For the great majority of church members, the eclipse of the idea of the ecumenical 
movement as a decisive insignificant reality of our time is not a matter of hostility. 
Rather, most are unaware of the work of the ecumenical movement and take its 
achievements for granted. 93  Even for those who are aware of the ecumenical 
movement, many church leaders, scholars and ordinary Christians have begun to 
question the relevance of the accumulation of consensus statements, sensing that 
they have little to do with the lived reality of their denominational tradition or of the 
lived experience of ecumenical encounter.94 
The sobering fact remains, forty plus years after the launch of the new ecumenism 
(represented by the Vatican II Council), at the very time when the world needs a 
fruitful Christian witness more than ever, there are scarcely any real and tangible 
instances of actual Christian reunion.95  
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Paul A. Crow, General Secretary of the COCU, an American body attempting to 
merge nine churches in the 1960’s and 1970’s gives a compelling summary as to 
why attempts at church unity fail by describing three different types of people 
involved in unity discussions. 
 Those who speak of themselves as “the tired ecumenists”. 
 A second category might be described as “the jittery ecumenists”. 
 A third posture is “the impatient ecumenists”.96 
Crow goes on to describe in detail how fatigue, fear of loss of autonomy and 
impatience respectively cause church union discussions to fail due to the three types 
of ecumenists involved. 
While the overall prognosis for the future of the ecumenical movement’s goals of 
ecclesial unity is bleak, it is perhaps worth a brief discussion of a new methodology 
in ecumenism which may offer hope for the future – that of “Receptive Ecumenism”. 
Receptive ecumenism is in the first instance not a project, but an ethic, one which 
draws part of its inspiration from the “turn to the other” espoused by Jewish 
philosopher Emmanuel Levinas.97 The approach is the brainchild of Paul Murray, a 
Roman Catholic theologian at Durham University in the UK.98 At its core, receptive 
ecumenism involves the asking of a question: 
What in any given situation, can one’s own tradition appropriately learn with 
integrity from other traditions?99 
The mindset shifts from wanting others to become more like ourselves to a readiness 
to learn from the other in their difference. A recent Cambridge University study of 
receptive ecumenism by a New Zealand student concluded that “it is difficult to see 
how using it alone can overcome some of the real and significant obstacles that still 
exist between the two traditions (in this case Anglican and Roman Catholic).100 
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Having concluded that structural and ecclesial ecumenism is in a significant state of 
decline, I will now turn to a ray of hope, a new direction which could re-invigorate 





Chapter Two - The Case for Creation Care. 
The central argument in this chapter is that in contrast to ecclesial ecumenism, 
interest in creation care initiatives, environmental activism and eco-theology is 
increasing rapidly amongst individual Christians, churches, ecumenical bodies, and 
other world religions.  
The emergence of environmental concerns within faith communities 
 
It is difficult to ascertain exactly when concern for the state of creation became a 
major theme within Christianity, but the views of early eco-theologians such as Lynn 
White and Joseph Sittler have certainly been influential. These two authors 
interestingly had significant associations with the ecumenical movement and since 
the 1960’s when they were active, eco-theology has become a major theme for 
research and publishing in the ecumenical movement.  
In the last four decades, green Christian initiatives have continued to grow and 
manifest through a wide ranging diversity of denominations, networks and 
organisations; from Christian anarchists in the UK or Australia who are heavily 
involved in protest against their governments to evangelical Republican Christian 
groups in the USA.101 It may seem logical that the growth in Christian interest in 
environmental issues are the result of a desire to help fix the eco-crisis or “save the 
planet”, but Tri Robinson offers an alternative view.  
Caring for the environment can become one of the most powerful tools for 
evangelism in the 21st century. Through caring for the environment, the 
church will be afforded access to areas that at one time were closed to 
Christians, much like medical missions opened many doors during the 20th 
century.102 
The other two global Abrahamic faiths, Islam and Judaism, are also experiencing a 
significant renaissance in the area of the environment. Abrahamic traditions are often 
set in opposition with nature religions and nature religionists are reported to be 
critical of Abrahamic religions for their anthropocentrism, patriarchal tradition and 
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arrogance.103 In his book looking at the moral core of both Judaism and Christianity 
and referring to environmental degradation, Daniel Maguire suggested that "If 
present trends continue, we will not".104 
Moslems who actively care for the environment are known as “Green Deens” which 
are defined as the choice to practice the religion of Islam while affirming the integral 
relationship between faith, natural world, the universe and all that is within it.105 
Christians owe much of their initial understanding of environmental degradation to 
scientists and secular environmentalists although the distinction between sacred and 
secular in environmentalism has been challenged by Maria Nita.  
Green spirituality is apt to travel between the sacred and the secular 
representing perhaps the connective tissue or the blood of the climate and 
transition movements. It is not restricted to either religious or secular networks 
and by being able to travel between the two, it contributes to the aggregation 
of hybrid secular religious networks.106 
Humanity has had a vast impact on the environment since the industrial revolution, 
particularly in the area of greenhouse gas emission. This has lead science 
organisations such as the International Geosphere-Biosphere Programme (IGBP) to 
suggest that the Earth is entering a new geological age. The term 'Anthropocene' 
was proposed in the year 2000 by chemist Paul Crutzen and biologist Eugene 
Stoermer who wrote to IGBP members with a case that humans have now had such 
an impact on the earth that such a term was warranted.107  
Commenting on the new concept of the “Anthropocene”, Hannah Malcolm points out 
that depending on who you ask, the world began to end 10 years ago, or 50 years 
ago, or 250 years ago, or 400 years ago.  
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The precise beginning of the Anthropocene is up for debate. Was it the early 
seventeenth century, when European settlers killed so many native 
Americans that global carbon dioxide levels hit a sudden low? Was it the 
Industrial Revolution propelled by the labour of slaves, and super-charging 
our greenhouse fate? Perhaps it is signified by our mega predatory slaughter 
of other species.108 
Lynn White Jr published his famous article The Historical Roots of our Ecological 
Crisis in 1967 where he claimed that Christianity is the most anthropocentric religion 
the world has ever seen.109 This overt anthropocentrism gives humans permission to 
exploit nature in a mood of indifference to the integrity of natural objects. Joseph 
Sittler made a similar claim that humanity has added to his natural curiosity and 
creativity a perverse aggressiveness whereby nature is absolutely suppliant before 
him in such a way that she lives by his sufferance and can die by his decision.110 
After these and other serious accusations, unsurprisingly a number of eco-
theologians began to search scripture for a lead on how to handle the environmental 
question. Hilary Marlow for example, compared the current state of the environment 
with the words of Isaiah 34 according to the following table. 
Environmental degradation in Isaiah 34 as characterized by Hilary Marlow.111 
v. 9 burning of the land, degradation of the soil 
v. 10 desertification, depopulation of rural landscape 
v 11a alternative ecology develops 
v. 11b, 12 destabilisation of society, urban depopulation 
v. 13 encroachment of vegetation 
vv. 13, 14 species colonisation 
vv. 16, 17 permanent habitat change 
 
Richard Woods compares the catastrophic effects of climate change with the 
wounds of the earth described in Revelation 15 and 16. Although symbolic 
admonitions, the “seven bowls of wrath” give a sophisticated insight into the organic 
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connection that exists among biological and geological systems and the 
consequences of disrupting this balance through human greed, oppression and 
malice112.  
Hannah Malcolm characterizes the latest Intergovernmental Panel for Climate 
Change (IPCC) report alongside apocalyptic prophetic literature such as Isaiah, 
Revelation and modern best-selling film “The Day after Tomorrow”. 
The latest report from the Intergovernmental Panel for Climate Change report 
confirms we are, indeed, living at the end of the world as we know it. It is too 
late to retrace our steps. It’s now certain that global temperatures – and sea 
levels – will rise to dangerous levels. The only question left is exactly how 
much. From the books of Isaiah and Revelation to The Day After Tomorrow, 
the reality of the report is pretty much the vision apocalyptic warnings have 
always evoked: floods, fire, famine, war.113 
More recently and in a New Zealand context, Stephen Pattemore, President of the 
New Zealand Bible Society contends that:  
 God's love for the “κόσμος (kosmos, world)”, John 3:16, can and should be 
 read as referring to divine love, not just for humanity, but for the whole created 
 order. This is taken by many ecological and sensitive Christians as self-
 evident. However, many reject such an interpretation because it appears to 
 challenge the anthropocentric theology of salvation for which John 3:16 is 
 widely recognised.114 
As concern for the environment increases amongst Christians around the world, 
attempts have been made to implicate specific Christian groups for their 
environmentally damaging behaviours or theologies. Jochem Douma cautions 
against such accusations. 
It isn’t profitable to identify special groups that can be considered as the guilty 
parties, whether they be Calvinists, Cartesians or others. Environmental 
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pollution is a phenomenon appearing in every age, not just our own and often 
people did not realise how particular actions would affect the environment.115  
As well as the potential for conflict within Christendom as to who is at fault, there is 
also tension between wealthy Northern Hemisphere countries and poorer countries 
to the South. Michael Kinnamon who was on the staff of the WCC at the time of the 
Vancouver Assembly, recalls the reaction of persons from impoverished countries to 
the call from Northern Hemisphere countries to protect the environment.  
Now that you’ve cut down your forests and exploited our resources in order to 
build up your industrial base, you want us to be ecologically responsible! 
Clean up your own mess. Our greatest need is economic growth for our 
people.116 
As well as denominational and geographical issues, culture is also at play. Many 
aspects of Western culture mitigate against effective change on a global scale. Eco-
feminist theologian Rosemary Radford Reuther points out that:  
Our adversarial political divisions, our class, gender and race antagonisms 
and the disinformation and fragmentation of our communication systems, long 
misshaped to distract people from reality. Thus the prophets of ecological 
catastrophe may belie Cassandra of Greek tragedy, who knows that the true 
prophecy she bears is doomed to be ignored until it is too late117 
 
What should Christians do about environmental degradation? 
 
At a time when much contemporary discourse about the meaning of the ecological 
crisis is often framed almost exclusively in terms of biological, economic or political 
necessities, to think of the natural world as having spiritual significance, according to 
Doug Christie, may appear quixotic. He suggests that there is a growing desire 
amongst Christians to find a language and sensibility that can help us ground our 
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efforts to respond to and preserve an increasingly degraded natural world in more 
than simple utilitarian terms.118  
Max Oelschlager advocates strongly for the relevance of faith in the eco-crisis by 
making the bold claim that: 
There are no solutions for the systemic causes of eco-crisis, at least in 
democratic societies, apart from religious narrative.119  
Support for this position comes from New Zealand theologian Myk Habets who 
estimates that more than 80% of the world’s population is religious and a third of 
those are Christian.  
Given such figures it is astonishing that spiritual solutions to our ecological 
crisis have not been more prominent.”120  
Doug Christie calls for a renewed spiritual and contemplative ecology to form the 
basis for humankind's relationship with nature: 
Lack of a spiritual dimension to the creation have resulted in habits of 
careless inattention that have put trees and ecosystems in jeopardy. These 
habits are now so widespread and deep seated that only a sustained practice 
of attention can help restore us to an awareness of who we are in relation to 
the larger whole. Such a renewed awareness can inform the kind of sustained 
action that will be required to realize lasting ecological restoration.121 
Ken Gnanakan makes use of the Noahic covenant (Genesis 9) to give guidance on 
how Christians should think about their ecological responsibilities which includes 
consideration for future generations. Pointing out that the covenant was “between 
God and all living creatures of every kind on the earth” (vs 16) and was also a 
“covenant for all generations to come” (vs 12), Gnanakan concludes that caring for 
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the creation has a multi-dimensional and inter-generational interaction that truly 
harmonizes with God’s covenantal concern for the world.122 
Paul Santmire offers a very practical framework for Christians to think about creation 
care. Sensitive care for nature he says, implies three kinds of engagement with 
nature: wild, cultivated and fabricated.123 Referring respectively to wilderness areas, 
farms, agricultural enterprises and cityscapes, Santmire suggests that there is a role 
for effective involvement for all Christians regardless of where they find themselves.  
Given the concern of this thesis with the connectivity of ecumenism and creation 
care, it is appropriate to point out the connectedness of the two endeavours 
wherever possible. Krister Stendahl suggests the church is a community invigorated 
by the Sprit for the mending of the whole creation.  
The ecumenical movement came to inherit a very limited application of the 
greek term "oikoumene" which means "the inhabited world". It would be both 
silly and arrogant to claim the word oikoumene for ourselves - we share our 
world with people of many living faiths, all created in the image of God.124 
The ecumenical movement can certainly claim some early credits with the 
development of the theology underpinning the church’s need to conserve creation. 
Although Joseph Sittler, focussing on the first chapter of Colossians, was the first 
theologian to highlight the idea of the Cosmic Christ at the New Delhi Assembly of 
the WCC, cosmic salvation was a major focus at the most recent WCC Assembly 
held in Korea in 2013. Major changes to the understanding of salvation were 
approved by the Assembly and are summarized in the document “Together Towards 
Life: Mission and Evangelism in Changing Landscapes”. 125  The historical and 
anthropocentric view of salvation is challenged by this document which calls for 
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balance between individual and social salvation, balance between the afterlife and 
this world, and transformation from human centred to life centred salvation.126 
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Theology of Creation Care 
 
Wanda Deifelt considers that the environmental crisis is also a theological crisis. It is 
a reflection of the dismissal of earthly concerns in favour of the promise of 
otherworldly bliss127. Theological problems are also referred to by Lynn White in his 
1967 article where he points to Christianity’s failure to achieve a theological heritage 
beneficial for all non-human existence. Furthermore, he argues that Western 
Christianity has wed Western culture to a negligent interpretation of the biblical 
command to “subdue the earth” (Gen 1:28).128 
More recent theologians have picked up White’s accusation that Christianity is too 
anthropocentric and developed it further. Jan Deckers suggests that a number of 
historical developments within Christianity have supported the development of an 
ethic of “strong anthropocentrism” even if the biblical roots of anthropocentrism are 
called into question. He points to the clear separation of things into material 
substances and immaterial souls, with the exploitation of the former being justified on 
the assumption of the latter’s superiority.129 Edward Echlin gives a good example of 
extreme anthropocentrism, our attitude to the armadillo.  
The armadillo is the only other creature susceptible to leprosy. So scientists 
invented a vaccine against leprosy from the footpad of the armadillo. Such an 
attitude to other creatures is unchristian – doesn’t the creature too glorify 
God?130  
Judaism as a precursor to Christianity, also has a healthy theological dualism with 
regards to the relationship of humans to nature. Idolatry is defined as viewing God 
being contained within the material world, whereas Judaism came to assert the 
transcendental, wholly-other nature of the Holy.131 Various Christian denominations 
(as well as other Abrahamic faiths) differ in the extent to which they see humans as 
more important than the rest of nature and fortunately, some are able to self-
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diagnose their propensity for anthropocentrism. A.J. Swoboda for example 
suggested that "Western Pentecostal spiritual identity remains virtually an 
individualistic affair that has yet to fully incorporate communal and creational 
dimensions”.132 
Paul Santmire has identified that a critical change (for the worst) in theological 
thought about nature happened during the Protestant Reformation of the sixteenth 
century.  
Key influences on Reformers were the advance of the natural sciences, the 
philosophy of Immanuel Kant and the socio-political world of modern 
industrialism. As a result, nature came to be viewed as a mere thing, a world 
of objects, closed in upon itself, moved only by its own laws, and therefore a 
world which humans must constantly transcend if they are to be rightly related 
to God133. 
Old Testament theologian John Carmody accuses traditional Christian faith of 
“demythologizing” nature somewhat, insisting that only the sovereign Lord, Creator 
of heaven and earth, is truly holy.  
The sacrality of nature has severe limits. The biblical polemics against the 
Canaanite divinities stand as paradigmatic warnings. When added to a self-
serving reading of Genesis 1:28, they tended to let human beings think that 
nature was their enemy, or at least their thrall, so that they could use the 
physical world just as they desired.134 
German theologian Jürgen Moltmann points out that the basic problem of humanity’s 
relationship to the creation starts from our considering God to be the “absolute 
subject”.  
When humans had to take over control, they too endeavoured to become 
Lord and owner of the earth resulting in hierarchical doctrines of sovereignty. 
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If we see God in a Trinitarian sense as the unity of the Father, the Son and 
the Holy Spirit, we can then no longer conceive his relationship to the world 
he has created as the one-sided relationship of dominion.135 
This concept of power and control was echoed by Alister McGrath.  
Human sin perverts the notion of dominion of nature from “care” to 
“oppression” in much the same way as the pastoral care of an individual can 
easily be perverted into manipulative control and exploitation. What has the 
potential for good can be subverted to serve selfish human needs.136 
In fact, the concepts of power, dominion, sin and oppression feature quite regularly 
in the writings of eco-theologians in recent times. Another example is Jochem 
Douma. 
We don’t find (biblical) statements suggesting that the protection of trees and 
plants is an end in itself. Cedars of Lebanon were cut down for construction of 
temple and houses, but the Bible only protests when the lumber is destined 
for improper use such as godless self-exaltation, the manufacture of war 
material or the construction of fortresses in which tyrants think themselves 
safe (Habbakuk 2:17, 2 Kings 19:23).137 
We should be cautious about the simplification of human – nature relations in favour 
of a single metaphor (for example master or steward) – such an approach should be 
rejected says Peter Scott.138. Celia Deane-Drummond suggests that paying attention 
to the deep history of human co-operation and interaction with other animals is 
significant in providing an alternative to the fractious divisions between different 
theological approaches.139 
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Former Secretary General of the World Council of Churches Konrad Raiser 
interacted with all Christian denominations during his tenure, but developed a deep 
respect for the Eastern Orthodox church.  
Through the influence of the worldview of the Orthodox churches, a more 
holistic ecumenical understanding of the human presence in God’s creation 
has begun to emerge.140 
In discussing the role of the Orthodox Church in the Faith and Order section of the 
WCC, Joseph Sittler uses an interesting dichotomy to segregate the way in which 
Eastern and Western churches speak about the work of Christ.  
In the West that work is centred on redemption from sin, in the East it is 
centred on the divinisation of man. In the West, the doctrine central to the 
work of Christ is atonement, in the East the central doctrines are participation, 
illumination, re-enactment and transformation. In the West, the work of Christ 
is spoken of chiefly as restoration, in the East the work is reunification.141  
More recent theologian and prolific author on the topic of climate change, Michael 
Northcott claims that the Orthodox metaphor of priesthood is more appropriate than 
that of steward for the human relation to, and responsibility for creation. In this role, 
“man” may be described as the priest of God, offering the world to God in praise and 
worship.142 This view of humanity’s relationship to the creation has some important 
consequences for Christians to take note of and derive action from.  
Orthodox theologian Georges Florovsky points out that the church has a pivotal role 
in the care of creation.  
It pleased God to save creation not by compulsion but by freedom alone. 
Creation is “other”, therefore the process of ascent to God must be 
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accomplished by her own powers. Through the church, creaturely efforts are 
crowned and saved and creation is restored to its fullness and reality.143 
 Another Orthodox theologian prominent in the ecumenical movement, Gennadios 
Limouris considers the church’s failure in this role is tantamount to robbery.  
Humanity has ignored or discarded the churches understanding of our role as 
"priests of creation", for we behave like the robbers of creation. By doing so 
we have destroyed not just species but entire ecosystems.144 
New Zealand theologian Myk Habets considers that the Garden of Eden functions as 
the earthly archetypal temple and gives an extensive eight-point list supporting the 
Orthodox Church view that human responsibility to the creation is not so much 
farming, but priestly. This includes the facts that the Garden was located in the East 
(a place of blessing) and on a mountain top (the place where God resides). He 
concludes that we are on safe ground to assert that Adam and Eve’s responsibilities 
in the garden are primarily priestly rather than agricultural.145 
Veronica Della Dora cites a number of key founding fathers of the Orthodox tradition 
and concludes that these fathers considered that “creation is first of all an artistic act, 
it is a poetic expression.” She points out that John Chrysostom defined God as a 
first-class sculptor whereas Basil the Great and Gregory of Nazianzus likened the 
Creator to the artist who knows the beauty of the parts of his creation since the very 
beginning and finds delight in his accomplished work.146 This description adds to the 
richness of the “priestly metaphor” proposed by Orthodox theologians.  
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Arguably, the two most well-known Catholics to have had an impact on Christian 
understanding of how humans should interact with the creation are Saint Francis and 
Copernicus. Within the Catholic world, Franciscans have developed a theology of 
creation care that seems to fit well with the many eco-theologians calling for change 
in the way we interact with nature. This theology draws heavily on their founding 
Saint Francis, who according to Roger Sorrell looked beyond others of his time to 
envision a world in which humankind shared a concern for the whole community of 
creatures.  
Francis expressed his concern and love in such original and moving ways that 
they may still give us inspiration today.147 St Francis obtained his terms and 
ideas on nature not from scientific studies or books but from the Bible, 
especially the psalms and canticles of the liturgical offices he recited daily.148 
Ilia Delio has summarized the views and behaviours of Franciscans towards nature 
which includes the ideas of “brotherhood & sisterhood” to the non-human creation, 
gazing on nature as a way of seeing Christ and the praxis of “eco-penance”.149 
In 1543, Nicolaus Copernicus, a Catholic Church official from Northern Poland, 
proposed a heliocentric cosmology that removed the earth from the centre of the 
universe and awarded it planetary status. However, owing to its inconsistency with 
certain biblical passages teaching the immobility of the earth, the “heliocentric 
cosmology” idea was suppressed. Catholicism became more conservative and 
authoritarian, power was centralized and ideological vigilance increased.150 During 
the twentieth century, Catholic environmental teachings have gone from a tradition 
dominated by anthropocentrism to teachings that integrate human responsibility to 
care for all creation.151  
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Pope John Paul II was the first 20th century Pope to address the ecological question. 
In his encyclical on development, he suggested that human beings have a two-fold 
affinity.  
Firstly, with God because he is God’s image; secondly with other creatures 
because he is expected to be involved with them. Man’s dominion is not 
domination, dominion is not absolute.152 
John Paul’s successor produced the most important modern document outlining the 
official view of the Roman Catholic church on creation care and eco-theology - the 
2015 encyclical of Pope Francis, Laudato Si'.153 This was the first social encyclical 
from this “rock star” pope whose outspoken teachings and powerful actions on the 
topics of social justice and the poor have captured the world’s attention.154 
The first 4 chapters of the encyclical set out a broad case for the protection of what 
Pope Francis calls “our common home”. In chapter five of Laudato Si’, the Pope 
identifies a number of arenas which require change including environmental and 
international communities, national and local policies, decision making, politics and 
economics and the relationship between science and religion. In chapter six, he 
suggests specific lifestyle changes that are needed through education, ecological 
conversion, re-assessing standards for quality of life, harmonious relationships, and 
the sacramental life of the church.155 
Eco-feminists have taken a particular interest in Laudato Si'. Rosemary Carbine 
points out that Francis proposes Jesus as the theological paradigm for rejecting 
anthropocentric dualisms such as heaven/earth, spirit/matter, soul/body and 
leisure/labour.156  The logic here is the christological backdrop of the incarnation 
which unifies divinity and humanity. 157  Ivone Gebara suggests that Laudato Si' 
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reminds us that “we are the earth” (Gen 2:7) and it draws our attention to joint social 
responsibility, so that we may feel like participants in the mission of caring for the 
planet. 158  Sharon Bong highlights Francis’ merging of social and environmental 
issues with claims like “a true ecological approach always becomes a social 
approach: it must integrate questions of justice in debates on the environment.”159 
This approach she suggests “reclaims the essentialism of ecofeminism, the affinity 
between nature and woman”.160 Taking a more practical rather than theological view 
of Laudato Si’, Celia Deane-Drummond considers the encyclical represents a 
significant shift of what have been somewhat peripheral concerns about the natural 
world, to the centre.  
Above all, Francis wants his listeners to be inspired to change their hearts and 
minds, to see and recognize what is at stake, and to appreciate that a new 




In the early days of eco-theology, Catherine Keller asked the question “Why has faith 
for most Christians through most of their history come down simply to this: the hope 
for an after-life rather than for life itself?162 More recently, Barbara Rossing suggests 
that this question sets the direction for eschatology in the face of global climate 
injustice.163 Citing two key scriptures, Rossing suggests a possible trajectory that has 
been largely overlooked in eschatological thinking: that of healing for our world. 
My little daughter is at the eschatos. Come lay your hands on her, in order 
that she may be healed and live. Mark 5:23 
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On either side of the river is the tree of life….and the leaves of the tree are for 
the healing of the nations. Revelation 22:2 
In the gospels, eschatology and healing are deeply connected. We and the 
biosphere, like the daughter, are at the point of death – the eschatos. Although only 
humankind needs forgiveness of sins, both humankind and the biosphere need 
healing.164 
More recently, ecofeminists have made an extensive contribution to eco-theology 
importantly coming from a position which questions and sometimes outrightly rejects 
the notion that nature is something that only scientists should concern themselves 
with. Our world is now literalized says Sallie McFague.  
What was once rich in meaning, a subject responsive to many deep and 
sublime, becomes nothing more than an object to be analysed, dissected and 
commodified165. As reality goes, so goes language. The language of science 
has become nature’s language. Science language is quantified, objective and 
assumes that the natural world can be studied exhaustively by the inductive 
empirical method.166 
Rather than science, McFague proposes a variety of Christologies167 which have 
ecological relevance. Prophetic Christologies focus on Jesus' ministry to the 
oppressed – this is easily extended to nature which is the “new poor”. Wisdom 
Christologies understand the divine in Jesus in a natural everyday way – wherever 
justice, care and respect for others (nature included) occur, rather than focussing on 
“once for all sacred deeds in history”. Sacramental Christologies are characterized 
by divine immanentalism, God is in nature as well as in Jesus and all of nature, 
human beings included, is knit together organically. 
Although most strands of Christianity maintain a strict distinction between God the 
Creator who alone is sacred, and God’s creation, more liberal strands have at least 
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since the mid-twentieth century been blurring this distinction.168 A good example of 
this is the idea of panentheism, first described by process philosopher Charles 
Hartstone. 169  Panentheism represents the idea that God is encompassing and 
interpenetrating the universe, but at the same time is greater than and independent 
of it.  
Matthew Fox suggests that the possible significance of this trend in liberal Christian 
thought is that if the planetary environment is not merely God’s property, but actually 
part of God, then environmental protection becomes even more important and urgent 
because humanity becomes capable in this view of at least partial deicide170. A 
number of ecofeminists have also turned to panentheism with a view to balancing 
divine transcendence and immanence.171 But just as Matthew Fox pointed out the 
possible risk of humanity engaging in deicide if a panentheistic view is taken, 
Vivienne Hull points out the risk that “reverence for nature will turn people away from 
God, bypass Christ and result in worship of the creation and not the creator”.172 
Ecofeminists have also drawn strong parallels between the patriarchal attitudes to 
and exploitation of the earth and of women. New accent on the importance of the 
body over against the preoccupation with the mind and the affirmation of the sanctity 
of the life cycle within the feminist movement have bought the feminist and 
ecological movements closer together173. 
 
Joseph Sittler and Cosmic Christology 
 
Joseph Sittler, focussing on the first chapter of Colossians, was the first theologian to 
highlight the idea of the Cosmic Christ at the New Delhi Assembly of the WCC in 
1961. Almost two generations later, cosmic salvation was a major focus at the most 
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recent WCC Assembly held in Korea in 2013. Major changes to the understanding of 
salvation were approved by the Assembly and are summarized in the document 
“Together Towards Life: Mission and Evangelism in Changing Landscapes”.174 The 
historical and anthropocentric view of salvation is challenged by this document, 
which calls for a balance between individual salvation and social salvation, balance 
between the after-world and this world, and a transformation from human centred to 
a life centred salvation.175 
The radical character of Sittler’s presentation in New Delhi becomes clear in light of 
the Assembly’s final report which, typical of the age, says that the Christian should 
welcome scientific discoveries as new steps in man’s domination of nature. 176 
However since the presentation, a number of theologians have further developed the 
idea of the Cosmic Christ. 
Steven Bouma-Prediger’s ecological Christology suggests the idea of Christ as the 
new Adam – this is a metaphor of the atonement with regards to environmental 
mission because it “does the most justice to the full New Testament teaching of 
Christ’s in the cosmos both as creator and redeemer.”177 Where Adam was once 
given the cultural mandate to care for creation, but failed (Gen 1:28; 2:15), so Christ 
as the new Adam becomes the truly faithful gardener who will fulfil that mandate.178 
The care of the earth, the realm of nature as a theatre of grace, the ordering of the 
thick, material procedures that make available to or deprive man of bread and peace 
– these are christological forms of obedience before they are practical necessities.179 
Colossians 1 describes Christ as the Creator, the Sustainer and the Redeemer of the 
Earth. Some may suggest that this absolves us from responsibility for the state of the 
planet, but Hilary Marlow, a researcher at the Faraday Institute for Science and 
Religion, suggests that God is committed to sustaining the earth through Christ and 
calls on us to be of the same mind. 180  The delegated responsibility given to 
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humankind, as part of the Imago Dei is to participate in Christ’s sustaining and 
redemptive purposes for his world.  
Using the same Colossians 1 foundational text as Joseph Sittler and the Cosmic 
Christ, Anne M. Clifford concludes that:  
The saving work of Jesus Christ cannot be simplistically limited to “an after-life 
for human beings” and that redemption in Jesus Christ is not reductively 
anthropocentric. Redemption extends to the entire household of life with God 
embracing all creatures in and through Jesus Christ in whom the transcendent 
and the immanent, the “other-worldly” and the “this-worldly” meet.181 
In his book “Renewing the Face of the Earth”, David Atkinson makes reference to the 
sacrifice of the Cosmic Christ for the whole creation (Colossians 1), but also 
summarises a number of Old Testament passages referring to the restoration of 
covenants broken by the people of Israel. Citing passages such as Amos 9:13-15, 
Isaiah 35 & 55, Ezekiel 37:26 and Jeremiah 31: 31ff, he concludes that creation and 
covenant are woven together and that “in Christ, God suffers to achieve a renewed 
and restored life for his people”.182 
Murray Rae undertook an analysis of three common models for the relationship of 
humanity with the creation (dominion, stewardship and priesthood) and concluded 
that: 
Christian concern for the environment is essentially a christological and 
pneumatological matter. It is only in Christ and through the power of the Spirit 
that the created order is enabled to become what it is purposed to be. It is 
only because God does not abandon his creation that there is hope for which 
we may strive with all our energy.183 
                                                          
181 Anne M. Clifford, "From Ecological Lament to a Sustainable Oikos," in Environmental Stewardship: Critical 
Perspectives - Past and Present, ed. R.J. Berry (London: T&T Clark, 2006), 251. 
182 David Atkinson, Renewing the Face of the Earth: A Theological and Pastoral Response to Climate Change 
(Norwich: Canterbury Press, 2008), 129-130. 
183 Murray Rae, "To Render Praise: Humanity in God's World," in Environmental Stewardship: Critical 
Perspectives - Past and Present, ed. R.J. Berry (London: T&T Clark, 2006), 297, 303-305. 
59 
 
In true Orthodox tradition, Georges Florovsky re-affirms the centrality of Christ in the 
human-creation relationship. “In the church creation is forever confirmed and 
established unto all ages in union with Christ in the Holy Spirit.”184 
Two other important aspects of Sittler’s theology underpin the famous Cosmic Christ 
theology which he is credited with establishing. Firstly, that of the connectivity of 
creation. Referring to Psalm 104, Joseph Sittler states that: 
The poetical naivete of the images must not blind us to the majestic 
assertions of the song. In this Psalm, nothing in the world of man and nothing 
on the world of nature is either independent or capable of solitary significance. 
Every upward arching phenomenon, every smallest thing, is derived from the 
fountain of life”.185 
Secondly, the triad of God, humanity and nature is a pervasive theme in Sittler’s 
theology. As Sittler himself puts it, “Created life is a triad of God and man and 
nature”186. He reminds us that non-human creation is a constitutive dimension of 
human being and important and valuable in its own right, and hence must be taken 
seriously in any adequate Christian theology.187 
The concept of a Cosmic Christ has also received support from several Catholic 
sources including Matthew Fox, a Dominican priest who considers “the killing of 
Mother Earth in our time is the number one ethical, spiritual, and human issue of our 
planet”.188 Fox defines the Cosmic Christ as a theological vision that has at its centre 
a view of Christ as pervading the entire cosmos with sacrality, connectedness and 
wonder. The church must shift its attention from fascination with a personal saviour 
to a view of Christ as the underlying reality that gives the cosmos an inherent 
sacrality. 189 
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Chapter Three - The JPIC as an Ecumenical and Ecological 
Initiative 
The purpose of this chapter is to present a chronological and thematic summary of 
the Justice, Peace and Integrity of Creation (JPIC) initiative which commenced within 
the WCC in the early 1980’s, culminated in the 1990 Seoul Convocation and 
gradually went into remission over the first decade of the 21st century. The vast 
majority of the material presented in the chapter has been gleaned from the archives 
of the World Council of Churches, 150 Rue de Ferney, Central Geneva, Switzerland.  
 
Key events and times of the JPIC 
 
1960’s Conception and Birth 
 
If the commencement of the Justice, Peace and the Integrity of Creation (JPIC) 
initiative at the WCC were to be compared to a biological mammalian birth, one 
might say it had a “long gestation period”. The first overt and specific call for the 
ecumenical movement to start thinking about the creation was given by Joseph 
Sittler in his famous address at New Delhi Assembly of WCC "Called to Unity"190. 
This speech used the first chapter of Colossians to introduce the idea of a Cosmic 
Christ whose sacrifice was to reconcile all things to God “whether things on earth or 
things in heaven” (Colossians 1:20, NIV). The attitude of the WCC to environmental 
issues of the relevant WCC sub-unit, Church and Society, until New Delhi, and also 
for the next 20 years after it, remained one of low-key pragmatic instrumentalism.191 
 Six years later in 1967, although not specifically in a WCC context, Lynn White Jr 
gave another very famous speech “The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis”192 
in which the allegation was made that Christianity was largely responsible for 
environmental degradation as it was a very anthropocentric focussed religion. This 
speech became influential in the ecumenical movement in subsequent years.  
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Although the seed of JPIC was sown in the early 1960’s, not much fruit was evident 
at the 1968 WCC Uppsala Assembly although the Official Report of Uppsala records 
the “radicalisation of young people, marching, popular music, sit ins, hippies and 
imaginative dress. 193   There was to be much more of this behaviour at future 
Assemblies when JPIC really took hold. 
 
1970-1975 Exploring and Nurturing 
 
During the early 1970’s, momentum around concern for the earth started to build at 
the WCC. Rev Paul Abrecht (in charge of the Church and Society division) had a 
significant dialogue and visits with Prof. Lynn White who had input into theology and 
ecology issues.194 195 196 197. It is clear from the various return correspondence that 
Prof. White saw the WCC as an important vehicle to “air his thoughts” about the 
anthropocentric nature of Christianity. He made a number of comments throughout 
extensive correspondence along the lines that he was “delighted that the WCC is 
entering a long-term study of the theology of ecology”.198 199 200 
Another key event in the early 1970’s was a conference entitled Technology, Faith 
and the Future of Man. The focus was on hunger, population control and 
urbanisation.201 Questions were asked about the ethics of development202 and the 
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morality of growing embryos outside the womb was questioned.203 It is not easy to 
please everyone at a conference though – during its week-long hearing, allegations 
emerged from African American groups that ruling classes and pseudo-liberals were 
playing up “the environment” to avoid confronting racial justice204. Twelve months 
after the conference in 1971 a statement on "Global Environment, Responsible 
Choice and Social Justice" was published205 which amongst other things contained a 
discussion about ethics of compulsory contraception to control population.206 
The Nairobi General Assembly of 1975 saw a key speech by Australian theologian 
Charles Birch re-ignite interest in matters environmental. In a major plenary session, 
Professor Birch stated: 
Our goal therefore must be a just and sustainable society; and this demands a 
fundamental change of heart and mind about humankind’s relation to 
nature.207 
Birch later records that his Nairobi speech resulted in a media headline of “Salvation 
for Elephants”208, perhaps indicative of the fact that much of the world was not ready 
to see churches as major stakeholders in environmental matters.  
 
1976-1980 The JPSS as the JPIC pre-cursor 
 
In 1977, the Just, Participatory and Sustainable Society programme (JPSS) was 
established at the WCC – this was the pre-cursor to the JPIC.209 The instigators of 
the JPSS set high goals for themselves as evidenced in a minute prepared for the 
Executive Committee of the WCC. With regard to the JPSS: 
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The Executive Committee desires to ensure that the total process of study 
and action will emerge from and issue in an integrated vision of society which 
can command the allegiance and evoke the commitment of Christians.210 
The WCC attempted to align all its programmes with the principles of a Just, 
Participatory and Sustainable Society (JPSS). The Executive Committee claimed 
that:   
JPSS can be seen as a programme thrust which holds together and inspires 
ongoing programmes, and which may even generate new initiatives by its own 
inner dynamic.211 
As the JPSS was launched, some people around the WCC started asking questions 
about reliance on science and technology to provide decent quality of life, for 
example at the 1977 Zurich consultation which was an attempt to articulate how 
humankind should interact with nature. 212  In a particularly hard-hitting plenary 
address to the delegates at the Zurich meeting, John Baker criticised many of the 
attitudes that lead to exploitation and result in an ecological predicament. These 
attitudes included the: 
 “Science will handle it” answer (solutions to most problems are technological) 
 “God will provide” answer (things will work out without effort on our part) 
 “I’m all right Jack” answer (the rest of the world can look after itself) 
 Scapegoat answer (capitalism or communism is the problem) 
Doomsday answer (too late to do anything)213  
This period also saw the emergence and launch of the European Union which 
provoked debates about how just, participatory and sustainable this new inter-
country co-operation would be.214 
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1980-1985 Constitution and structure 
 
Principles of the JPSS continued to be developed with a discussion on just and 
sustainable policies for energy development, the “Energy for my Neighbour” 
conference occurred in 1981.215 This conference bought the issue of deforestation to 
the fore with Indian delegates hinting directly at the forces of colonisation being 
responsible for the loss an important natural resource. 
Forests in India had remained totally under community control and use till the 
introduction of organised forestry management by the British.216 
The most important event in the early 1980’s was the call for the JPIC concept which 
ultimately led to the 1990 World Convocation in Seoul. Delegates at the sixth WCC 
Assembly in Vancouver in 1983 moved that the “member churches engage in a 
conciliar process of mutual commitment (covenant) to justice, peace and the integrity 
of all creation.217 218 Several years later at a meeting in Buenos Aires, Argentina 
there was acknowledgement and affirmation of JPSS as having "an obvious 
similarity in approach"219 to JPIC. 
The WCC Executive committee subsequently agreed to set up the JPIC programme 
with formal resourcing in Geneva which would prepare for the 1990 JPIC 
Convocation in Seoul.220 
 
 
1986 Definitions, Planning and Public Relations 
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Australian Professor Charles Birch defined JPIC as tension between war and peace, 
social justice and injustice and ecological sustainability vs technological progress.221 
Dr Mugambi from Kenya pointed out that in the Old Testament, the three concepts of 
justice, peace and the integrity of creation are very close in meaning and usage. He 
gives the example of where people who fail to uphold justice, subsequently 
experience disruption of both the natural and cultural environment.222 
In a plenary speech to delegates of the Potsdam ,GDR Working Group on JPIC, 
David Gosling the Director of Church and Society division of the WCC cited the 
Chernobyl disaster and nuclear concerns in general, as well as the Union Carbide 
industrial disaster in India as specific issues for which an appropriate response from 
the WCC could be constructed from the principles of the JPIC.223 Norman Myers 
continued the theme of important issues which could be enlightened by a sound 
theology of nature, he included bioethics, deforestation, militarisation, desertification, 
the availability of food and he made some of the very early references to the 
greenhouse effect and carbon di-oxide pollution.224 
The JPIC Advisory Group started detailed planning for Seoul Convocation which was 
to occur in March 1990. Planning documents show that there was a focus on 
communication, education, involvement of National Councils of Churches and also 
the implications of JPIC for political and social ethics. Even the ecclesiological 
implications of the JPIC got a mention.225 
A campaign of publicity about JPIC to WCC member churches started with a glossy 
and illustrated brochure under the headline “A call to common commitments on 
issues that are urgent for the survival of humankind”.226 In a newspaper article that 
appeared following the WCC Executive meeting in Kinshasa, Zaire there was 
reference to the “growing strength of the demonic powers of death in the three areas 
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of the JPIC and the continuing urgency of the appeal to choose between life and 
death, blessing and curse”.227 
Following WCC Central Committee meetings in Buenos Aires (1985) and later in 
Geneva, it was agreed that the invitation to Seoul would be extended to the Roman 
Catholic Church, Christian World Communions and regional ecumenical 
organisations resulting in a plurality of responses to the invitation to covenant.228 
The WCC also tried to involve the WARC (World Alliance of Reformed Churches) for 
JPIC support. This appeared to create some interest, but in a return letter to the 
WCC from WARC it was pointed out that an initiative for a conciliar process cannot 
come from a single world confessional body but rather a body recognized by all the 
churches.229 
 
1987 Urgency in theology development 
 
By late 1986, even though it was 3 years since the Vancouver call to action, it was 
realised that churches of the WCC lacked a credible theology of nature in which to 
embed the JPIC initiative.230 Theology development commenced, assisted by the 
fact that “integrity of creation” had never been defined in Vancouver which enabled it 
to be used as an “umbrella for an association of ideas”.231 
A lot more effort was put into the development of biblical perspectives on creation, 
justice, peace and the development of creation theology. The tone of statements and 
claims about the importance of this topic got more urgent, some might say extreme 
as the Seoul convocation got closer. For example, in a WCC publication explaining 
the reasons for the JPIC, part one of the book was entitled “The Church in the 
Context of a Destroyed Creation, Injustice and No Peace” 232 . Christians who 
believed that politics and economics should not be part of faith and therefore no 
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action should be taken for justice or to stop the destruction of the planet were 
compared to “German Christians” during the time of Hitler’s Nazi Germany.233  
At a meeting of the JPIC working group in Glion, Switzerland in 1987, senior WCC 
theologian Freda Rajotte accused the churches of a “sin of silence” regarding marine 
pollution, ozone depletion and use of biocides.234 At the same Glion consultation, Dr 
Jay McDaniel exhorted delegates to adopt a biocentric ethic which he described as 
respecting and recognizing “the intrinsic value of each and every creature as it exists 
in relation to its environment and to God”.235 
In an attempt to put further emphasis on the “integrity of creation” aspects of the 
JPIC, in September 1987, Bernd Schulze assembled a group of theologians in 
Amsterdam to construct what he called a “theological hamburger”. This referred to 
the structure of the dialogue which had two science-based discussions top and 
bottom (disintegration of creation, re-integration of creation) with a theological middle 
part being the integrity of creation. 236  One of the most compelling theological 
presentations at the Amsterdam meeting came from Douglas Hall who described 
three possible models for the role of the human creature in sustaining the integrity of 
creation. These were The Steward, The Priest and The Poet. 237  However a 
subsequent letter written by Douglas Hall to JPIC Programme Director Preman Niles 
showed that the Amsterdam group of theologians doubted their ability to be listened 
to by the WCC hierarchy and worried their efforts may have been in vain.238 
The final JPIC theological consultation of the 1987 year happened in Sofia, Bulgaria 
in October where perspectives from the Orthodox Church were tabled.239 One can’t 
help sensing that of all the diverse member churches of the WCC, the Orthodox 
were in absolute familiar territory, in their element discussing the importance of the 
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integrity of creation. Rev. Prof. Dr. Vasile Mihoc made the important point that a 
Christian theology of creation cannot be based on the first few chapters of Genesis, 
but rather in the re-creative work of Jesus Christ whose full realisation will be in the 
eschaton.240   The Sofia consultation heard some excellent early analysis of the 
“Greenhouse Effect” – little were they to know how important this topic would 
become in environmental and ecumenical circles in future.241 
 
1988 Explanations and conflicts 
 
On behalf of the JPIC Steering Committee who met in Amsterdam, the Seoul 
Convocation date was locked in and a lengthy list of dates and locations for pre-
meetings and consultations was agreed to. 242  Preman Niles, the JPIC Director 
General, did keynote speech highlighting calendar of events leading up to Seoul243 
followed by a “Q&A” publication explaining to member churches what JPIC actually 
is.244. JPIC resource materials for member churches were produced.245 
Just as preparations were looking in good shape, a series of criticisms and conflicts 
emerged which took a lot of time to resolve and must have been very discouraging 
for the WCC organising committee. Ironically, internal conflicts were the most fierce 
and it was between “Faith and Order” and “Church and Society” divisions within 
WCC. Essentially the theological vs the political.  A meeting was called in Dublin, 
Ireland to sort out the conflict and the following introductory remarks give some clear 
insights into what was going on. 
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We respond with many differing theological perspectives and vocabularies, 
and sometimes find our discussions ending in clashes in which our responses 
to each-other and to the issues become superficial and non-responsive to the 
rest of the world’s needs.246 
In December of 1988, Preman Niles the JPIC director gave an interview to a New 
York journalist which resulted in a headline of “WCC Officer calls for Greater US 
church role in Global Issues”. This seemed to create a significant disagreement with 
WCC members on the American side of the Atlantic interpreting the article as saying 
that Geneva thought USA churches were lagging behind in commitment to JPIC.247 
Niles wrote an irate letter to the publication concerned about how he had been mis-
interpreted248, but it was too late and the damage was done. 
In March of 1988, 100 female theologians wrote an open letter to the JPIC 
committee pointing out that historically:  
Women have been permitted to add their say as an after-thought once the 
men sitting on the decision-making bodies had agreed on the direction of 
theology and church policy. We demand that feminist theological positions be 
taken into account in all discussions and official statements in the course of 
the JPIC process”.249   
A year after this open letter, in a similar vein, Jane Peck and Jeanne Gallo wrote an 
article in the WCC theological journal alleging that: 
“Feminist issues are not foundational to the JPIC process. They are not 
integrated into the planning process or conceptualisation of the theme. In 
preparatory work, women’s contributions are added as an element, not 
sought, referred to, drawn upon or developed as a resource for integrating the 
three aspects of JPIC.”250 
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As if to deliberately counter the efforts of the 100 female theologians, there was a 
complaint from the Ecumenical Patriarchate (Orthodox Church) about allowing 
female preachers at the closing worship of the Seoul Convocation. “I think that by 
deciding to invite Barbara Harris, the WCC runs the risk to appear as taking sides in 
a controversial and very serious ecclesiological issue”.251 
 
1989 Final preparations – Two sides of a theological divide 
 
The final year before the Seoul Convocation was full of intense activity for the whole 
JPIC team. A draft document for consideration at Seoul was produced entitled 
“Towards an Ecumenical Theological Affirmation on Justice, Peace and the Integrity 
of Creation252. Clarity about what was meant by ‘Integrity of Creation” was provided 
by a pivotal contribution from South African theologian Calvin DeWitt who published 
a list of the “Seven Degradations of Creation”.253 These included greenhouse gas, 
land erosion and degradation, water quality, deforestation, species extinction, toxic 
wastes and cultural degradation. Reversing these trends could be achieved by 
focussing on the integrity of creation. 
However, if the JPIC preparation team thought things would go smoothly and global 
co-operation would ensue from their efforts, they would soon be disappointed. 
Criticism came from some very high placed sources within wider Christendom. 
Having earlier in the year been asked to provide feedback, in October the Vatican 
issued a stinging attack on the JPIC Seoul core conciliar process document.254 In a 
detailed critique addressed to JPIC programme director Preman Niles, the Vice 
President of the Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace Jorge Mejia claimed that 
the proposed Seoul document was “apocalyptic”, and that the tone and manner was 
not suitable. Further-more he alleged that the meaning of covenanting was not clear, 
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that the underlying ecclesiology lacked a vertical dimension and that there was a 
lack of mention of sins, two in particular being desire for profit and thirst for power.255 
UK academic Ronald Preston from the Faculty of Theology at the University of 
Manchester criticised the principle of JPIC alleging that the process was “putting the 
personal and the rest of creation on the same level” and that the Seoul document 
was “rhetorical, bombastic and used overblown language”. The document according 
to Dr Preston made “slipshod use of the Bible” and used obscure statements such as 
”The Holy Spirit is freeing the creation”. He alleged that there were a number of 
important omissions including a failure to tackle the key issue of population control, 
to consider the degradation of agricultural land or to include a proper doctrine of 
creation.256 
On a positive note, the European Ecumenical Assembly which met on 15-21 May 
1989 in Basel to discuss the WCC conciliar process of JPIC, declared that the JPIC 
meetings “undoubtedly opened up a new era of Christian Ecumenism in Europe”.257 
 
1990 – Year of the Seoul JPIC Convocation 
 
On 5 March 1990 almost a thousand people (791 participants, 267 journalists) met in 
Seoul in the weight-lifting pavilion of the Olympic Park for the World Convocation on 
Justice Peace and the Integrity of Creation (JPIC). Among the 404 delegates with 
voting rights, 36% were women and 64% men. By continents, the delegates were 
divided as follows: Africa 17%, Latin America 8%, North America 19%, Asia 18%, 
Caribbean 4%, Europe 30%, Middle East 1% and Pacific 3%.258 Despite their earlier 
criticisms of the JPIC document, the Roman Catholic Church sent 20 delegates from 
around the world to Seoul and made a donation of $110000 CHF259 260. 
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The final declaration and affirmation document was produced prior to March for the 
Seoul convocation which included a full plenary session to own the conciliar 
commitment process and to ensure fulfilment afterwards. Affirmations in the 
document were as follows: 
All exercise of power is accountable to God 
God’s preferable option for the poor 
Equal value to all races 
Male and female are equal 
Truth is the foundation of freedom 
Jesus Christ is peace 
The creation is beloved of God 
The Earth is the Lord’s 
Dignity and commitment to young people. 
Human rights are granted by God.261 
As well as the more formal plenary sessions to undertake the Seoul Convocation 
commitments, an emotional evening took place known as: "Now is the Time”. This 
included music, testimonies, and worship.262 
Post the Seoul Convocation, a number of formal evaluation and critique documents 
were published covering media, logistics and theology. WCC staff member Eeva 
Kampii published a media review which concluded that in the view of European 
media JPIC Seoul was a failure while Asian reviews were euphoric.263 Another staff 
member, Janice Love completed an internal Seoul review “warts and all” and 
identified problems with visas, late freight and language barriers.264  
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However, the most vociferous criticisms came from a theological perspective. A good 
example was that from Ronald J. Sider from the Eastern Baptist Theological 
Seminary in the United States, one of the few evangelicals who attended the 
convocation. While stating that evangelicals should repent for their arrogant 
unwillingness to participate in Seoul, Sider claimed that there was theological 
hesitation and ideological rigidity at the convocation. Overall, he felt that theology in 
Seoul was inadequate, often fuzzy and occasionally wrong.265 The Director of Faith 
and Witness at the WCC, Wes Granberg-Michaelson was very defensive in a letter 
responding to Sider saying he was “irresponsible, unfair and just plain wrong”.266 
In the wake of the Seoul convocation, Preman Niles the JPIC Programme Director 
gave a thoughtful and reflective lecture to the Faculty Colloquium at Iliff School of 
Theology. In the lecture he suggested that being serious about justice, peace and 
the integrity of creation made wider problems and dilemmas in the ecumenical 
movement now inescapable. For example, should WCC become a resistance 
movement against fatalism? With Interfaith issues now pre-eminent, how wide 
should ecumenism go? He contrasted a responsible society view (common in 
western wealthy countries) with a revolutionary political action view (commonly held 
in the Majority World) and suggested that the conflict between these two is almost 
impossible to resolve.267 
In another unfortunate twist post the Seoul convocation, Preman Niles went on 
extended home leave and Acting Programme Director Hans Ucko took over with 
limited knowledge of JPIC and its processes. In response to a plea from the German 
National Council of Churches to resource up JPIC in the wider world, Mr Ucko 
acknowledged that “there hasn’t been a whole lot of activities concerning JPIC, 
which is a consequence of our preparing for Canberra”.268 269 At a pre-assembly 
consultation meeting in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, participants recommended to WCC 
                                                          
265 Professor Ronald J. Sider, "Letter to Emilio Castro, General Secretary, World Council of Churches. 
Reflections on Jpic," ed. Eastern Baptist Theological Seminary (Philadelphia: WCC Archives, 1990). 
266 Wesley Granberg-Michaelson, "Letter to Ronald J. Sider," ed. World Council of Churches (Geneva: WCC 
Archives, 1990) 
267 Preman Niles, "How Ecumenical Must the Ecumenical Movement Be?  The Challenge of JPIC to the 
Ecumenical Movement.," (Denver: Faculty Colloquim Iliff School of Theology, 1990), 1-5. 
268 Ruprecht Beuter, "Letter of Concern to Emilio Castro," ed. Oekumenisches Netz Pfalz (Rockenhausen: WCC 
Archives, 1990). 
269 Hans Ucko, "Letter to Mr Ruprecht Beuter, Oekumenisches Netz Pfalz," ed. World Council of Churches 
(Geneva: WCC Archives, 1990) 
74 
 
that JPIC be embedded in the Canberra Assembly as “we live in a moment of 
extreme jeopardy, human activity is slowly closing down the life support systems of 
the planet”.270 
Meanwhile back in Geneva, four options for a JPIC base in the WCC structure were 
being discussed. An internal memorandum addressed to WCC General Secretary 
Emilio Castro pointed out that “JPIC needs to be anchored institutionally and 
responsibly, otherwise it will eventually be dropped from mainline concerns e.g., 
JPSS”. 271  Concurrent with this structural planning, a memorandum was sent to 
attendees at Seoul asking for case studies to be sent into Geneva showing how 
JPIC was faring in the regions and giving “examples of action on JPIC in your 
context”.272 
 
1991-1992. The aftermath of JPIC Convocation 
 
Two years after the Seoul Convocation, orthodox theologian and WCC staff member 
Gennadios Limouris made some pertinent observations about the JPIC process. 
The conciliar process of mutual commitment is largely conditioned by the 
teachings and traditions of individual churches and marked by dogmatism 
rather than dialogue. There was a general feeling that the convocation was 
not well prepared, that Seoul’s theology was irrelevant and its resolutions, 
reflections and affirmations were mainly based on the horizontal secularized 
ethic of classical humanism.273 
The theme of the 1991 WCC Assembly in Canberra “Come Holy Spirit – Renew the 
Whole Creation” could have done much to cement in enthusiasm for JPIC. However, 
as Michael Kinnamon points out “the theme raised a number of questions on which 
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Christians have long disagreed including how to discern the true activity of the Holy 
Spirit in the midst of the spirits of the world”.274.  
These disagreements were exacerbated by an “electrifying presentation” 275  from 
Professor Chung Hyun Kyung from South Korea who suggested the voice of the 
Holy Spirit was being drowned out by the spirits of “Han” who have died with their 
misery unappeased. Professor Kyung did however refer back to the original 
challenge from Lynn White Jr276 that Christianity is an anthropocentric religion that 
bears the blame for the ecological crisis. 
Traditional Christian creation theology and western thinking put the human, 
especially men, at the centre of the created world, and men have had the 
power to control and dominate the creation. Human beings are a very small 
part of nature, not above it.277 
Also in 1992, Geraldine Smyth produced a Ph.D. thesis published at the University of 
Dublin “A Way of Transformation: Theological Evaluation of Conciliar Process of 
Mutual Commitment (Covenant) to Justice, Peace and the Integrity of Creation, 
World Council of Churches, 1983 - 1991”. One of many insightful critiques made in 
the thesis was that: 
Regarding the methodology of the JPIC process, it must be recognized that 
because of the uncritical and unhermeneutical invocation of the covenant 
concept, it was prone to operating in a hierarchical way, often glossing over 
rather than confronting ecclesial differences and divisions.278 
In 1992, German theologian Lukas Vischer emerged as a key advocate and leader 
of JPIC within the WCC. His publication in Berne of a “Collection of Statements and 
Resolutions on Global Warming and Climate Change” picked up on a theme which 
although not new, was getting renewed and considerable attention around the world. 
In the publication he stated that: 
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The WCC regards the issue of global warming not only as a serious threat to 
the wellbeing of God’s whole creation, but also an equity and justice issue 
since the problem is caused largely by the polluting lifestyle of industrialized 
countries while many of its most severe consequences will be experienced by 
poor developing nations.279  
Ongoing discussions about the place of JPIC within the WCC structure culminated in 
a meeting in the second week of May 1992 in Evian, France where the concept of a 
JPIC office was agreed upon. The JPIC office was to be a “centre of exchange 
including being hospitable to the many groups who come to Geneva for the purpose 
of learning about the JPIC and the ecumenical movement”.280 
 
1993-1994 Scope creep and evangelical interest 
 
In October 1993, the WCC Commission on Justice, Peace and Creation met in 
Cyprus. The meeting only made fleeting references to Seoul and Canberra where 
the JPIC had been incubated and instead five separate sub discussions were held 
on racism, international affairs, economy, women, and youth. Acknowledging what 
appeared to be scope creep for the JPIC, the Unit III director cautioned that “we face 
a double challenge of realizing the JPIC vision as an integral whole, not a federation 
of independent programmes”.281 
A liaison centre was set up in Bossey, some 15 minutes from the WCC campus in 
downtown Geneva. Called the ”Liaison Centre for Ecumenical Services for Justice, 
Peace and Integrity of Creation”, it had meagre resources and only one full time staff 
member, Dale Ott. 282  Its purpose was to help stimulate and promote voluntary 
service for JPIC relate programmes around the world – one of the first things Dale 
Ott did was to send out a questionnaire sent out to find out what churches were 
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doing to promote JPIC. 283  Unfortunately only 70 responses to the survey were 
received, the WCC has a total membership of over 400 churches.  
Shortly after the questionnaire, the Liaison Centre sent out a brochure to member 
churches informing them of its existence and the services provided – a plea for 
money and resources was a key part of the brochure.284 Following the circulation of 
the brochure, the new Liaison Centre was criticised by Barbara Loheyde for 
focussing on peace at the expense of justice and creation.285 A lengthy response to 
the criticism was written by Dale Ott, who also cc’d it to General Secretary.286 
During the early nineties, several attempts were to get Evangelicals interested in the 
JPIC programme and the WCC generally. The most high-profile of these attempts 
was a visit to Geneva by Dr Billy Graham who had been preaching against the 
sinfulness of the nuclear arms race, an issue never far away from JPIC 
organisers.287 Dr Graham had attended the first WCC Assembly in Amsterdam in 
1948 and was considering getting his evangelistic organisation involved in the 
ecumenical movement. Although some considerable dialogue took place,288 289 no 
significant commitments were made. 
Wesley Granberg-Michaelson was appointed moderator of a WCC working group on 
“Relationships with Evangelicals” and did a major interview in Christianity Today, a 
monthly magazine of news and commentary directed primarily at an evangelical 
Protestant audience. In response to a challenging question about evangelical-
ecumenical partnerships, Granberg-Michaelson said: 
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 Some evangelical groups or churches still think that any contact with the 
WCC is poison. But I think that the atmosphere is different, and I think that it 




In 1995, Lukas Vischer, Director of the Unit III JPC at the WCC decided to set up an 
entity known as World Council of Churches Climate Change Programme and 
appointed David Hallman (based in Canada) as co-ordinator of the programme.291 
Hallman promptly launched a petition to governments of industrialized countries 
regarding climate change, asking them to stabilise CO2 emissions at 1990 levels by 
the year 2000.292 293 Vischer approached Catholic294, Baptist295, Lutheran296 and 
Australian Ecumenical 297  authorities for support of the petition with only limited 
success. Non-church entities such as the World Alliance of YMCA’s 298  and the 
Citizens Coalition for Economic Justice in South Korea 299  were subsequently 
approached to bolster the chances of the petition’s success. 
Like so many things in the overall JPIC movement, criticism was never far away. 
John Biggs on behalf of the Anglican Church in the UK said he was uneasy about 
the petition wording which asked governments to reduce carbon emissions “without 
relying on nuclear power generation”. Biggs alleged that Christian opinion is split 
down the middle on the topic of nuclear power.300 In a similar vein, Dr D.M. Bruce on 
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behalf of the Church of Scotland suggested that terms like “Resist Climate Change” 
and “The Climate Will Change” would identify churches with radical political 
organisations of an extreme nature and “deep greens”.301  
On a positive note, budgetary support was provided by ECSIEP (European Centre 
for Studies, Information and Education on Pacific Issues) 302  given the serious 
implications for some Pacific islands from climate change induced sea level rise. 
 
2000 and beyond. Final metamorphosis, death and re-incarnation 
 
A brochure published in the early 2000’s referred to the “JPC team” rather than JPIC 
as had been the case for the previous two decades since the Vancouver Assembly 
initiated the idea of the “integrity of creation”. The brochure defined JPC in terms of 
globalisation. 
The JPC team of the WCC is part of a worldwide coalition that actively rejects 
the violence and injustice of economic globalisation. The JPC team studies 
and reports on all aspects of globalisation – highlighting for example, the links 
between women, trade and debt.303 
The metamorphosis of the JPIC into something new focussing on globalisation is 
probably best illustrated by a new 65-page publication, complete with a new 
acronym, published by the WCC in 2006. The new book was called “Alternative 
Globalisation Addressing Peoples and Earth (AGAPE): A Background Document”. 
The old term “Justice Peace and Creation” was printed in small font at the base of 
the inside front cover. Amongst 25 concerns listed for the new organisation to focus 
on, eco-justice was listed at section 5.2, further down from newly defined issues 
such as “Just Trade”, “Just Finance” and an “Economy of Life”.304 
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Although the JPIC concept was in decline, over the first decade of the new 
millennium a number of creation and environmental initiatives were still being 
promoted and resourced by the WCC. These included the BSEEP (Black Sea 
Environmental Education Programme), 305  a water and air quality conference in 
Bangalore, India 306  and an International Seminar on Environment, Religion and 
Culture in Tehran, Islamic Republic of Iran.307 The BSEEP initiative, a large and 
multi-year programme received strong support from Ecumenical Patriarchate 
Bartholomew given the many Orthodox churches in Black Sea region. 308  David 
Hallman continued with the Climate Change Action work commenced in the late 
1990’s which culminated in the WCC being represented at the COP6 global climate 
change conference in The Hague, Netherlands.309 The ninth WCC Assembly in Porto 
Alegre Brazil in 2006 had a focus on water as an environmental concern.310 
A final piece of evidence that the place of “Integrity of Creation” as part of the JPIC 
concept was laid to rest in the second decade of the third millennium, was a new 
WCC publication launched in 2012. Creation was removed from the JPIC acronym, 
the new publication was called “Just Peace Companion”. 311  The Tenth WCC 
Assembly in Busan, South Korea in 2013 adopted a theme of “God of Life, Lead us 
to Justice and Peace” without mention of creation or the “integrity of creation”.312 
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Themes throughout the JPIC 
 
Definitional issues regarding conciliar, convocation and covenant 
 
It was not long after the 1983 Vancouver Assembly which called for “a conciliar 
process of mutual commitment to justice peace and the integrity of creation” that 
debates started about what was actually meant by such a declaration. In March 1986 
Allan Boesak, President of the World Alliance of Reformed Churches (WARC), wrote 
to the WCC asking for clarity and correctness around what was meant by a 
“covenant for peace, justice and the integrity of creation”. Boesak pointed out that 
when God establishes a covenant, (particularly in the Old Testament) it indicates the 
commitment of one partner to the other. Modern use of the term referred to a 
“coalition or confederation”.313  
Margot Kassman makes the important claim that at the heart of the call of the 
Vancouver Assembly for a conciliar process was the idea that “ethical issues are as 
crucial for the unity of the church as dogmatic questions”.  
“While some scholars argued that God is the only one who can covenant, this 
was met with the response that by granting the covenant, God gives the 
possibility for covenanting with one another”.314 
Acknowledging the problems about the terms covenant and conciliar, Preman Niles 
published an article in the JPIC Forum magazine in which he stated that: 
“The expectations are clear, that the churches move to a new stage in the 
covenant relationship into which they entered in Amsterdam 40 years ago. But 
these expectations are couched in the terms “conciliar process” and “mutual 
commitment” (covenant) to justice, peace and the integrity of creation. All the 
attempts we have made to achieve clarity about these terms so that we may 
use the Vancouver formula as a basis have ended in frustration”.315 
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In another Forum newsletter, commenting on the decline by the Roman Catholic 
Church to be a co-inviter with WCC to the Seoul Convocation, Niles stated that:  
There are too many theological and ecclesiological problems. One is a 
Council of Churches, the other is a Church. Equally difficult is are the different 
interpretations of what a “conciliar process” means.316 
Orthodox and Catholic churches both expressed concerns about the word “conciliar” 
being used to describe JPIC. Both these traditions have a long history of councils.317 
Rene Coste was a delegate from the Holy See to the JPIC Convocation in Seoul. 
Later writing about a number of concerns he had about the event, at the head of the 
list was his view about the concepts and language used.  
I am not adopting the description which it gave of the conciliar process. For as 
Catholics and Orthodox conceive it, a Council is a gathering of bishops.318 
 
Interconnectedness of Justice, Peace and the Integrity of Creation 
 
JPIC convocation was one of the first major initiatives within the ecumenical 
movement that placed ecological concerns as part and parcel of the struggle for 
justice and peace. The commitment to build a culture that lives in harmony with 
human creation, preserving the gift of earth’s atmosphere to nurture and sustain the 
world’s life and life-styles that respect the integrity of creation were among the ten 
affirmations.319 
In the early period of the global ecumenical movement, justice and peace were seen 
as the two logical and most important end goals for Christians to work towards in the 
world. This all changed at the Vancouver Assembly in 1983 after Jürgen Moltmann 
pointed out that the longstanding interest of the churches in peace and justice for 
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humans was not enough by itself. “There can be no peace and justice for us unless 
we also protect the natural world”.320 
However, the connectivity between the three aspects of JPIC was challenged from 
time to time and sometimes the potential conflicts between the three were 
highlighted. In an early planning document for the JPIC process, concern was 
expressed that respect for non-human nature could impact social justice. 
Sustainability implies the maintenance of something which, even in a modified 
form, may be intrinsically unjust. What are you trying to sustain? asked a 
Nicaraguan delegate representative at Church and Society’s first post 
Vancouver board meeting.321 
In 1990, the same year as the Seoul convocation, Calvin B. DeWitt published an 
insightful regional case study from Africa demonstrating the inter-relatedness of the 
three components of the JPIC. He gave a tangible example being the consequences 
of violence and deforestation when done together. 322  He also criticised JPIC 
organisers for treating the term “integrity of creation” as an abstraction. 
The important topic of creation seemed to always struggle in WCC forums to 
hold its own against the perceived “more important” topics of justice and 
peace. Even at the Canberra Assembly in 1991, the first major WCC event 
after the Seoul Convocation on JPIC in 1990, the issues of justice and peace 
were often discussed without regard to the integrity of creation. “Integrity of 
Creation” was only addressed as an abstract term.323 
There were certainly different views amongst WCC members as to which of the three 
aspects (justice, peace, creation) were more important. David Hallman records that 
at the Granvollen JPIC consultation:  
Indigenous peoples, women and representatives from the Pacific argued that 
the sequence of JPIC should in fact be reversed and the process should 
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begin with the integrity of creation, which is foundational for justice and 
peace.324 
In post JPIC history, the connectivity of justice, peace and the integrity of creation 
has been given a strong endorsement by Pope Francis in his encyclical Laudato Si’. 
The most striking feature of Laudato ‘Si is the connectedness of social justice with 
ecological justice, according to Celia Deane-Drummond who has recently been 
appointed director of the Laudato Si’ Institute, Oxford University.  
Pope Francis refuses, correctly in my view, to split apart care for the natural 
world from care for the most deprived and marginalised members of the 
global human community.325  
Support for this position is given by Arthur Walker Jones who states that “in biblical 
literature, creation and liberation are intertwined and integrated”.326 He gives the apt 
example of poor communities in New Orleans, Louisiana who after suffering from the 
ravages of a cyclone are “the first to suffer and the least able to recover”.327 
 
The rights of Indigenous People 
 
It is noteworthy that during the early 1970’s, the first use of the term “indigenous 
theology” appeared in the ecumenical movement. The context was a challenge to 
the WCC from the United Presbyterian church of USA who suggested that the WCC 
“approach the concerns very much from a Western-type epistemology” and that “the 
role of science and technology in the lives of those in Asia, Africa and Latin America 
is not questioned thoroughly enough yet”.328 
Following a JPIC conference in Norway in 1988, George Tinker from the Cross 
Cultural Ministries department of the Iliff Theological School wrote to Emilio Castro, 
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Secretary General of the WCC complementing him on the inclusion afforded 
indigenous people at the conference.  
The conference broke new ground in its inclusion of “other faiths” participants 
and particularly its inclusion of indigenous Christians. As an American Indian 
with a particular indigenous perspective on creation, I felt we were dealt with 
fairly and our voices were heard.329 
In the lead up to the WCC Assembly in Canberra, a pre-assembly consultation took 
place in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia where the conference delegates pleaded for JPIC 
to have a high profile at the upcoming world gathering. 
From indigenous peoples and non-western cultures in Africa, Asia and 
elsewhere, we have experienced the kind of insight which comes from seeing 
very familiar things quite differently. The cosmologies of people whose ways 
of life have long been rooted in the land itself and whose spirituality has been 
finely tuned to nature teach us to read our scriptures with new eyes and revisit 
our own traditions with a new sense of life.330 
In one of the few New Zealand specific references around the JPIC, Rob Cooper, a 
Maori New Zealander had the following to say: 
As regards the specific Maori regional view of the linkage between Justice, 
Peace and the Integrity of Creation, it is fair to say that Maori spiritual and 
cultural attitudes perceive this linkage to be both natural and integral. It is 
difficult for us to consider for example that so called “economic uses” of land 
should result in the removal of people from the land precisely because we 
believe that we are the land.331 
Stan McKay made the following statements about the “integrity of creation” 
component of JPIC from an Australian Aboriginal perspective: 
Indigenous spirituality around the world is centred on the notion of relationship 
to the whole creation. We call the earth our mother and the animals are our 
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brothers and sisters. This unity as creatures in the creation cannot be 
expressed exclusively, since it is related to the interdependence and 




The theme of finance to empower the WCC engagement on science, technology and 
environmental issues appeared for the first time in 1971 with an appeal to John D. 
Rockefeller for funding.333 In a planning meeting agenda, a full year ahead of the 
JPIC Convocation in Seoul, Programme Director Preman Niles commented: 
The income problems that face the council as a whole continue to have an 
impact on the work of the JPIC office. There is no substantial funding base for 
the programme, no convocation reserve, historic donors are struggling 
financially and major donors are saying that the meeting is too soon.334 
Various solutions to the JPIC financial crisis were suggested including 
decentralisation, shifting some people out of Switzerland which is an expensive 
place to live. This would avoid all payments being made in Swiss Francs with the 
consequent risk of fluctuating exchange rates.335 Finance department staff member 
Gene Stockwell wrote to Secretary General Emilio Castro suggesting that the WCC 
“early on commit CHF1,000,000 to the Seoul Convocation” on the basis that this 
would “be a firm basis of commitment upon which to approach member churches for 
their commitment of a similar amount”.336  
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Post Convocation, JPIC finances were described as “precarious” in the minutes of a 
finance meeting at which the General Secretary was present.337 Another meeting 
described them as “desperate”. 338  The 1991 WCC Assembly in Canberra 
encouraged the continuation of the work of the JPIC, a focus that remained in the 
WCC even after fundamental restructuring because of economic limitations. 339 . 
Finally in 1994, the JPIC Liaison Office was shifted from Geneva to Germany to 
reduce cost.340 
 
Local vs National vs Confessional concerns 
 
In acknowledgement of the fact that regional priorities for JPIC may be different 
around the world, Programme Director Preman Niles wrote to “Friends of the JPIC” 
asking them to “take the time to let us know how justice, peace and the integrity of 
creation are coming to life where you live, locally, nationally and regionally”.341 
A good example of where regional priorities were somewhat different occurred in 
1988. Much of the talk in Geneva was about greenhouse gases and climate change 
when a Deforestation and Rural Development conference was held in Costa Rica. 
Although the two issues are linked, biodiversity was a bigger concern for the mainly 
Latin American delegates at the conference.  
In Central America, twenty hectares of tropical forest are wiped out every 
minute. If we continue to destroy forests on such a scale, by the year 2000 
nearly one million species of flora and fauna will have disappeared.342 
In the immediate aftermath of Seoul, Margot Kassman wrote an internal WCC paper 
evaluating the problems that occurred with the various covenants and affirmations 
that were voted on by delegates.  
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The tension between local and global came out very clearly in Seoul. A 
significant step has been taken towards the appropriation and inculturation of 
the Gospel with the promotion of contextual theology, and the recognition that 
theology can never be conducted independently of its own environment.343 
In 1993, in an attempt to create liturgical resources to celebrate the Justice, Peace 
and Integrity of Creation programme, the CLAI (Latin American Council of Churches) 
and the WCC sponsored an “Ecumenical Training Seminar in Art and Liturgy”. A 
delegate from Nicaragua, Manuela Morazon made the following telling comment 
after the seminar was finished.  
This encounter was very enriching due to its many different gestures, 
symbols, languages and customs as well as the variety of such expressive 
and clear liturgical languages. However, the presentations focussed more on 
subjects related to the south of Latin America and not to Central America. I 
believe that Latin America is not only formed by the countries in the South.344  
Racism was an issue linked to JPIC and more important to some WCC activists than 
others. Speaking enthusiastically about the vision for and potential of the JPIC 
process, the director of the WCC Programme to Combat Racism, Barney Pityana 
made the following comments:  
It’s been an exercise in which ordinary Christians have been involved with 
church leaders, theologians and other secular institutions. The JPIC process 
will culminate in a world convocation of over 500 people in Seoul in March 
1990, but that will not be the end of JPIC. The concerns which we have 
become so painfully aware of are not going to disappear and will continue to 
demand common action long after the last delegate has left Seoul.345 
As if to inject a real practical focus to the deliberations of the JPIC committee in 
Glion, David Trickett asked delegates “How can communities of faith come to deal 
with JPIC effectively in order both to nourish one another and also engage in the 
public policy sphere?” The term “Justice, Peace and the Integrity of creation” he 
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called fuzzy and the term “life centred ethic” he called elitist. 346   When JPIC 
eventually got into gear, the reaction of churches around the world varied according 
to the current local concerns of each region. Pacific: Anti-nuclear, Africa and Latin 
America: Foreign debt, Southern Africa: Apartheid.347 348 
Overall, the many conflicting themes identified here, along with the long “gestation 
period” in a chronological sense, meant that the JPIC lacked strong and cohesive 
leadership to navigate the headwinds that came against it. This led to the many 
criticisms (and a few endorsements) in a flourishing secondary literature which I will 
now engage with.  
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Chapter Four - An Assessment of the Impact and Achievements of 
the JPIC. 
The central argument of this chapter is that the JPIC, in particular its climax, the 
1990 Seoul Convocation, failed to achieve what its organisers intended, namely a 
united and global consensus underpinned by covenants that would result in strong 
ecumenical action to achieve justice, peace and the integrity of creation.  
 
Achievements of the JPIC 
 
Thomas Best has suggested that the JPIC commitments made at Seoul have great 
symbolic power, as well as considerable tactical and political potential for bringing 
Christian pressure to bear on crucial ethical issues today. Listing three specific 
aspects, Best claims that: 
Seoul sought to restore a sense of the ecumenical endeavour as a movement 
rather than a bureaucratic system belonging only to the institutional church. 
Seoul expressed a powerful longing for renewed connection with others 
working for the same cause. Seoul’s message sought to be genuinely creative 
in saying that there are no competitive efforts for justice, peace and the 
integrity of creation, there is one single global struggle.349 
As far as ecumenical social thought is concerned, according to Konrad Raiser, a 
Secretary General of the WCC, the distinctive contributions of the JPIC process 
were:  
The identification of war and violence, hunger and poverty, and destruction of 
the natural environment as inter-related life destroying forces, and the 
intention to mobilise the churches as a whole to call the world to repentance 
through confession and resistance.350 
From an African perspective, Neville Richardson considers one of the great 
contributions of JPIC is that it brings doctrine and ethics together. Each of the 
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elements, justice, peace and creation are seen as being inextricably intertwined with 
one another and to separate them is to be guilty of artificiality and abstraction.351 
Patricia Mische took a long-term view of the achievements at Seoul and importantly 
for the conclusions drawn in this thesis, described the work of JPIC as “foundational” 
for future endeavour. 
Important foundations have been laid for work in the 21st century by the WCC 
which has been a significant actor on issues of justice, peace and creation 
that require global partnership. Through the WCC, member churches have 
made a collective commitment to the integrity of creation and in solidarity with 
one another, can do much more to forward international environmental norms 
than any one church could do by acting alone.352 
Stephen Brown describes the extraordinary effect that the JPIC process had on 
bringing about change in communist East Germany in the lead up to the Seoul 
Convocation 
Meeting in three sessions between February 1988 and April 1989, for the first 
and only time in the history of the GDR, Protestant regional churches and the 
Catholic, Orthodox and Free Churches took part in a major gathering devoted 
to social and political issues. The linkage of “justice, peace and the 
preservation of creation” in the conciliar process gave a sense of coherence 
to the disparate demands of these groups and provided an opportunity to 
apply the discourse of justice to GDR society itself.353 
Women appear to have benefitted significantly from the implementation of the JPIC 
process. Priscilla Padolina describes the journey of over 600 female delegates who 
participated in both the pre-consultative meetings and the final Seoul convocation. 
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Together they explored feasible actions for implementation at national and 
regional level as they discovered their power and strength. It paved the way to 
build a common bonding of sisterhood and solidarity around the world.354 
In a thought-provoking summary of the achievements of the JPIC, Wesley Granberg-
Michaelson, one-time JPIC Programme Director within the WCC, traces the 
chronology of the various international gatherings including Granvollen, Seoul, Kuala 
Lumpur, Canberra (WCC Assembly) and Rio de Janeiro (Earth Summit). As a result 
of these and the many other gatherings, he concludes that: 
“Churches are addressing the threats to creation as part of their mission, the 
interdependence between the protection of creation and demand for justice is 
now widely accepted, the relationship of the Spirit and creation has become a 
central theme and the paradigms of mastery over the earth has been replaced 
by a search for new models of inter-relationship.”355 
 
Criticisms of the JPIC 
 
Some of the most common concerns levelled at the JPIC are the processes used to 
give it theological relevance and identity i.e., conciliarity and covenant. These have 
been discussed in more detail in Chapter Three of the thesis. Holger Szesnat uses 
the term “abortive” to describe the JPIC process and attributes this state to the fact 
that “the biblical concept of the covenant was felt to be ambiguous and in fact too 
problematic for some – in part because the biblical witnesses do not present a clear, 
single use of the term”.356 
Commenting on some of the challenges of the JPIC process, Julio de Santa Ana 
pointed out that although diversity is a self-evident and critical part of ecumenism, it 
has its disadvantages when it comes to getting a firm consensus and agreed 
priorities. 
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We need to come to the end of the situation in which the WCC is a federation 
of various ecumenical movements. The time has come for faith and witness, 
justice and service, and education and renewal concerns really to 
interpenetrate one another.357 
Dutch theologian Anton Houtepen found the JPIC process overwhelmingly negative 
in its outlook. 
The JPIC process has invested more energy and found better and more 
pathetic rhetoric in identifying the powers of evil and death than in finding 
positive and new forms of confessing Christ today amongst the constraints of 
this world. In most of the texts, catalogues of sins and confessions of guilt are 
the main literary forms.358 
Several criticisms were made by Richardson and Williamson regarding the 
overwhelming complexity of JPIC.  
The vastness of the possible number of issues that could fall under the topics 
of Justice, Peace and the Integrity of Creation renders any attempt to 
comment on the significance of JPIC quite daunting.359 
A cursory look at the assembly programme and structure presented those committed 
to JPIC with considerable difficulties. There were 4 sections to choose from including 
“Giver of Life, Sustain your Creation”, “Spirit of Truth, Set us Free”, “Spirit of Unity, 
Reconcile your People” and “Holy Spirit, Transform and Sanctify Us”. The danger 
was that JPIC would end up like a cold roast chicken at a picnic with each guest 
pulling off a favourite piece, a wing here, a leg there. Tasty and appetizing, but not 
good for the holistic perspective – or the chicken.360 
Geographical context was always going to be a difficult obstacle for JPIC organisers. 
Margot Kassman pointed out that at the beginning, the conciliar process was a 
Europe centred, if not German centred initiative.  
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If one region wants to come up with an initiative such as JPIC, it must consult 
with other regions to see if they will support it. Otherwise it will never be 
owned by the whole ecumenical movement, and it will be suspect as was 
clearly evident at the Seoul JPIC convocation.361  
Another good example of contextual difficulties was the conflict between first and 
third world delegates at the Convocation over the relative importance of “justice” as 
opposed to the broader JPIC themes.  
It is very difficult for rich Christians of the first world to engage in open 
disagreement with their third world colleagues. Behind the scenes at Seoul, 
one could hear all kinds of implicit and explicit criticism of third world 
exclusivism with regard to justice.362 
Rudiger Noll asserted that “action” was the missing ingredient at the Seoul gathering. 
The community gathered at Seoul succeeded in presenting, in its affirmations, 
a clear analysis and a judgement in the light of the gospel, but the action is 
still missing.363 
Timing differences across the three components of JPIC featured in the concerns 
from Asian and third world delegates in Seoul.  
Each of the three components, justice, peace and the environment is crying 
out “The wolf is coming”. The justice part is saying “The wolf is already in my 
house”. The peace part is saying “The wolf will soon be here” The 
environment part is saying “The wolf will come”. When the three are put 
together and there is a call for common action, what is the optimal line to draw 
to meet different historical needs?364 
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Historical conflicts within divisions of the WCC also re-appeared as noted by Paul 
Crow. 
Today the WCC and the ecumenical movement are affected by a destructive 
polarisation between those uniquely committed to Faith and Order and those 
uniquely committed to JPIC – as if they represented alien worlds. The harmful 
polarisation can be overcome if we will cease the caricatures: Faith and Order 
is the preserve of traditionalists who are divorced from the real world; JPIC is 
the preserve of flaky activists devoid of a gospel orientation.365 
 
JPIC – success or failure 
 
Obviously the JPIC Convocation in Seoul had its supporters and detractors as the 
preceding list of achievements and criticisms makes clear. The weight of evidence in 
my view was that it failed on three major fronts: It was never regarded as a true 
Council of the Church, three of the major covenants its organisers wanted endorsed 
by delegates were not adopted and the vast complexity of the inter linked fields of 
justice, peace and creation meant that JPIC as a concept, never took root in people’s 
hearts and minds. The anatomy of the failure is worth a bit more interrogation. 
Writing in the aftermath of Seoul, Alan Geyer commented that the “biggest 
ecumenical disappointment was the fact that the Vatican rejected partnership in the 
Convocation”.366 A key reason for the absence of Rome was different interpretations 
of the terms “council” and “conciliar process”. “Concilium” in Latin and English is the 
traditional word for an ecumenical meeting where all the churches come together, 
take decisions about the faith and teachings of the church. These decisions were 
then binding for the whole church. This clearly was a problem for the Roman 
Catholic Church as explained by Elisabeth Gerle: 
This is a tradition (holding a concilium) that both the Orthodox Churches and 
the Roman Catholic Church still hold to, even after the split of the church into 
East and West in 1054. But the WCC is in itself only an organisation for 
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churches in themselves legally independent. Consequently, the WCC cannot 
take binding decisions for its member churches.367 
With regards to covenanting, Jerry McCoy provides the following synopsis of why the 
term “covenant” created such a problem in Seoul. 
The concept of covenant had been incorporated into the draft document both 
because of its biblical roots and because it promised to provide a foundation 
for what we could say and do about peace, justice and the integrity of 
creation. However, the concept meant so many different things to so many 
different people that it failed to provide the expected basis for consensus. For 
some it even seemed to provide an obstacle which prevented full acceptance 
of the convocation’s work.368 
Hugo Assmann considers the themes of justice, peace and the integrity of creation to 
be “great compelling visions” but they are characterized by “explosive complexity” 
which results in their potential to provoke conflict. He poses the rhetorical question: 
What institutional embodiment, what leaders are capable of making them a 
practical reality?369 
In a further comment about the problems with the term “integrity”, Carlos Valle 
highlights the fact that “integrity” refers to something that does not lack any of its 
parts. 
To speak about the “integrity of creation” seems to imply that one is 
concerned over a break in the existing harmony – as if a circle had become 
fractured around the edge. Such a concept does not do justice to the biblical 
understanding of creation.370 
In summary then, the JPIC convocation in Seoul failed through a combination of 
three things. These were confusion about the term “conciliar process”, lack of 
consensus about the proposed covenants that were to be entered into and lack of 
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understanding of the complex concepts of justice, peace and the integrity of creation 
all merged into one description.  
New ventures 
 
In a noteworthy example of “dusting off an old idea in a new environment”, a climate 
change conference in Manila records the efforts of the New Zealand chapter of the 
Roman Catholic Columban Mission to fight for climate justice using the principles 
established in the JPIC. The relevant conference paper is penned by Michael Gormly 
who in 2009 was the co-ordinator of the peace, ecology and justice project at the 
Columban Mission Centre, Aotearoa New Zealand.371. Gormly describes the JPIC 
activities of his mission organisation as follows: 
Our missionary role is to help people tell the story of the God who loves the 
universe, Earth and all creatures. A deep down JPIC task is to weave an 
authentic creation spirituality into Columban Mission. Ecological conversion is 
a change of heart that has the potential to lead us to a new way of living on 
Earth, and perhaps a new way of doing mission.372 
Peter Salomonsen describes the real positive impact of JPIC on the Pacific Council 
of Churches, an ecumenical body within Pacific Island nations that includes the 
Roman Catholic Church. The JPIC process was co-ordinated through the Pacific 
Council of Churches (PCC) where all its members are parties to statements and 
actions in an ecumenical dialogue.373 A resounding success resulting from the JPIC 
consultation run by the PCC was the halting of nuclear testing by France in the 
Pacific region in 1992, shortly after the Seoul Convocation. This followed intensive 
lobbying by Pacific Churches to the nuclear superpowers of the Northern 
Hemisphere. 
Whatever the United States and France are doing has no benefit to the 
Pacific. Instead of giving us bread to survive, they are giving us poison to die. 
Instead of giving us rights to exist as human beings, they are treating us as 
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guinea pigs, people without dignity and integrity. If it is safe, test it in France, 
store it in the USA and dump it in Tokyo.374 
Two years after the Seoul World Convocation on JPIC, a consultation of 
“Evangelicals and the Environment” was held at Au Sable, Michigan USA. 
Sponsored by the Theological Commission of the World Evangelical Fellowship, this 
event then led on to an “Evangelical Declaration on the Care of Creation” which was 
signed by 400 church leaders.375. In the same year, Tony Campolo a high-profile 
evangelical evangelist and author published his book entitled “How to Rescue the 
Earth Without Worshipping Nature”. The following excerpt from the book points to an 
awakening of evangelicals to issues of eco-theology.  
We evangelicals have preached a God who sent his Son into the world to 
save us, but we have been reluctant to grasp the biblical truth that his 
salvation was meant for more than humans. The salvation that John 3:16 talks 
about is for everything in the universe, not just for people.376 
In his book Campolo refers to Ronald Sider377 and the Baptist World Alliance378 who 
were both represented at the JPIC congress in Seoul and it seems likely that JPIC 
aims and objectives had been discussed and referenced in the world of evangelical 
academics. Campolo went on in his book to call for the creation of a “Christian Green 
Party”,379 an extraordinary suggestion which would be unlikely to be supported by 
evangelicals in much of the Christian world today. 
In another North American example of spinoff activities after JPIC, the USA National 
Council of Churches Eco-Justice Working Group became active and vocal in a 
number of denominations. Members were participants in earlier pivotal events 
including the fifth and sixth Assemblies of the WCC where the JPIC programme was 
part of the ecumenical agenda. They attended the worldwide Convocation on 
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Justice, Peace and the Integrity of Creation in Seoul in 1989 and became focussed 




In his message to the 1991 WCC Assembly in Canberra, Pope John Paul remarked 
that “the sad fact is that our testimony to these values of justice, peace and the 
integrity of creation is less than convincing to the degree that the world continues to 
be confronted by our divisions”.381  Archbishop Cassidy, the most senior Vatican 
official at the Canberra Assembly went on to point out that the JPIC programme 
failed to win full Roman Catholic endorsement because “we believe it lacks a proper 
theological foundation.382 
The collaboration was there and the Catholic Church gave more of its 
attention than most of our member churches to the whole spectrum of Seoul. 
But again, when the moment came to say something together, we were 
unable to do it.383 
According to WCC Secretary General, many of the issues of Catholic participation in 
the JPIC process arose from the involvement of entities that were activists, not 
churches. Rome could not understand how the World Council of Churches could 
bring together official church representatives for issuing official statements and 
mutual commitments (covenants) and at the same time involve all kinds of Christian 
action groups.384 
Catholic theologian Rene Coste attended the Seoul Convocation and although 
noting that “serious divergences still exist”, over all he writes positively about the 
results of the JPIC document.  
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As a theologian, I am happy to go along with the headings of the ten 
theological affirmations of the convocation. I am particularly happy about the 
adoption of the “preferential option for the poor.385 
This assertion is consistent with other Catholic theologians such has J. Milburn 
Thompson who writes: 
The “option” for the poor is not optional. Rather, it is a decisive action and a 
deliberate choice. Standing with the poor, being present to the poor, seeing 
the world from the perspective of the poor, working with the poor, advocating 
for the poor, this is essential to being a follower of Christ.386 
Another Catholic theologian, Sean McDonagh was supportive of the JPIC process 
and the WCC in general. 
It is generally recognized by Christians of all denominations who are 
committed to working for justice and sustainability that the World Council of 
Churches (WCC) has given the most courageous leadership of any Christian 




The Eastern Orthodox and Oriental Orthodox member churches of the World Council 
of Churches had an opportunity to reflect on the issue of “Justice, Peace and the 
Integrity of Creation” at two consultations, one in Sofia, Bulgaria (1987) and the other 
at Minsk, USSR (1989). 388  Reading through the recorded papers of these 
encounters, it is clear that much robust discussion was had and that Orthodox 
theologians were enthusiastic about contributing to JPIC given the prominence of 
creation theology to their tradition. There was also some acknowledgement that they 
needed to change the way Orthodoxy presented its views on JPIC in order to 
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convince other Christians of its importance. This was epitomised by comments from 
conference participant George Dragas. 
It is sad that in the contemporary ecumenical encounters between Orthodox 
and other Christians this critical realism of the Orthodox tradition is not always 
understood and what is often projected is an antiquarian, backward looking, 
esoteric traditionalism, which appears to be inadequate for providing answers 
to contemporary problems and challenges.389 
However, another Orthodox participant in the two consultations, Theodor Nikolaou, 
saw opportunity for Christian input into environmental problems by linking societal 
concern with the role of the church. 
At a time when ecological problems and environmental pollution are 
threatening to take on a catastrophic dimension, human awareness of the 
creation is becoming ever more urgent. And it is precisely human awareness 
of the problems of the environment today that it is likewise the fundamental 
concern of theology and the church.390 
It is generally acknowledged that Orthodox theologians were disappointed with the 
JPIC process and in particular with the Seoul Convocation. Orthodox theologian and 
staff member of the WCC Gennadios Limouris later wrote of the process that it was 
“conditioned by the teachings and traditions of individual churches and marked by 
dogmatism rather than dialogue”. Limouris concluded that it was “not surprising that 
the Seoul convocation in 1990 was unable to reach any ecumenical consensus”.391  
 
Theology of Creation 
 
The topic of creation has been visible throughout the entire existence of the formal 
ecumenical movement commencing in 1948 in Amsterdam. This has been 
documented and discussed in the thesis of Isa Breitmaier who points out that 
creation has not always had theological attention in its own right within WCC forums. 
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It is difficult to separate the theme of creation from when it has to do with “God 
and the World” or theology in totality. In the history of theology right up to 
today, creation is often subservient to other dogmatic themes such as 
christology or ecclesiology.392 
In the period between the 1983 Vancouver Assembly and the Seoul 1990 JPIC 
convocation, a number of consultations and meetings (e.g. Mugambi 393  and 
Schulze394) attempted to document a creation theology that would underpin the 
JPIC. The 1992 thesis of Geraldine Smyth undertook an extensive literature review 
of the theological issues surrounding the JPIC and also talked to many of the 
theologians involved. During an interview with JPIC Programme Director Preman 
Niles documented in the thesis, she uncovered some interesting compromises that 
had been made by Seoul JPIC convocation organisers around how the creation 
theology debate would be informed and more particularly, who would be doing it. 
In response to my question about the surprising non-involvement of Moltmann 
and Brueggeman in JPIC, Preman Niles offered the explanation that 
Moltmann was requested but refused. He was of the opinion however that 
“star” theologians like Moltmann tend to extrapolate too much from European 
and high German experience, without due reference to the total ecumenical 
context and debate.395 
This would appear to be an example of where quality theological input was 
compromised by the need to keep confessional, gender and other balances carefully 
managed. However, Niles had support for excluding Brueggeman and Moltmann 
from theologians like Kim Yong Bock, a Korean member of the JPIC preparatory 
team who suggested that “Christian dialogues with the living religions of Asia do not 
take seriously enough the religious experiences of the Asian peoples”.396 
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Rene Coste, a Roman Catholic attendee at Seoul appears to agree with the 
assertion of Smyth that theological endeavour to underpin the JPIC process was 
lacking.  
Organizers of the Seoul Convocation opted for homilies and testimonies 
rather than substantive lectures. All the speeches were of real interest as 
expressions of convictions, however all in all, they did not help much in 
deepening the analysis of social realities or theological reflection, and this was 
to prove the greatest weakness of the assembly.397  
Smyth’s commentary on the theology underpinning the JPIC made considerable 
reference to plurality, dualisms and contextual theology making the presentation of 
one clear and uniting creation theology impossible at the Seoul convocation and 
subsequently at the Canberra WCC Assembly. 
In the search for a creation theology that might sustain the JPIC, we are again 
confronted with the issue of the one and the many. The tension between the 
universal and the particular, transcendence and immanence, humanity and 
nature, creation and history, spirit and matter, manifest themselves in different 
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Chapter Five – How the Church should behave 
 
The central argument of this chapter is that according to three renowned 
theologians, Christians engaging in creation care activities is consistent with the role 
of the Church being missionally and eschatologically focussed.  
 
The Nature of the Church 
 
As we consider the historical failure of ecological endeavour within the WCC and the 
JPIC in particular, it worth considering whether the activities described in earlier 
chapters were in fact consistent with what the church is and should be. While the 
proper nature of the church may never be empirically defined, and will always be 
subject to challenge, there are respected theologians directly associated with the 
ecumenical movement who have provided important perspectives on what the 
church is and how it should behave. These include George Lindbeck, Stanley 
Hauerwas and Lesslie Newbigin. 
 
A united community rather than federated interest groups – George Lindbeck 
 
The thesis of John Flett has summarised George Lindbeck’s view of the church as 
follows: 
As a people, the church appears publicly with a definite identity and specific 
practices. It has a fundamental unity, enabling the church to overcome the 
centrifugal forces of Western culture. The church’s mission is its being as a 
witnessing people. It enters society as an elect people, chosen by God to be a 
sign.399 
This summary would be consistent with what the WCC undertook throughout the 
JPIC initiative, being a “sign” and attempting to overcome the centrifugal forces of 
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Western culture. The lacking criteria however would be the “fundamental unity” 
which certainly in the case of the Seoul convocation, was not there. 
Lindbeck himself laments the lack of unity and considers that in contemporary 
culture “special interest enclaves now satisfy the human need for identity and 
belonging and have replaced comprehensive communities as the locus of whatever 
shreds of communal identity the isolated individuals of our society retain”.400 He fears 
that the church reflects this new cultural trend “becoming heterogenous collections of 
special interest groups united if at all by bureaucratic management”.401 There was 
clear evidence of “bureaucratic management” within the WCC at the time of the 
JPIC. Specific examples of this were the wrangling over finances allocated to the 
JPIC initiative and the squabbles over the concluding statements from the Seoul 
convocation and exactly what was meant by “covenanting”.  
In another reference to Lindbeck’s concern about the replacement of comprehensive 
community within the church by focussed interest groups, he compares 
comprehensive community with the special status of the people of Israel as God’s 
witness in the world. 
Special interest enclaves are replacing comprehensive communities as the 
locus of whatever shreds of communal identity the isolated individuals of our 
society retain. These communities need to be understood as witnesses that 
God has chosen no less irrevocably then he chose Israel to testify to his 
glory.402 
This view of the church as a powerful, united and influencing community, not a 
collection of interest groups was endorsed from a senior catholic source. Cardinal 
Leonard Suenens was a leading advocate for reform and unity in the church at 
Vatican II in the early 1960’s. It is possible that Suenens and Lindbeck discussed this 
issue as Lindbeck represented the Lutheran church as an observer at Vatican II.  
The church is not a kind of federation of Christian denominations. It is not 
primarily a gathering of those who personally or as a community follow Christ. 
The church has in existence, a consistence which precedes and transcends 
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the conscious adherence of believers to Jesus Christ and to the particular 
community of which they are members.403 
An apt comment, consistent with Lindbeck and Suenens, presenting the church as a 
united force strongly influencing a wide range of issues within the “Oikoumene”, 
rather than a collection of interest groups, comes from Eugene Hillman: 
The future of Christianity does not hinge on the visible re-conversion of the 
de-christianized masses, but a church aspiring by her very nature to become 
universal might be expected to show a proportionate amount of interest in the 
far wider questions concerning the significance of God’s people in relation to 
the “oikoumene”.404 
Overall, it can be concluded that the WCC and the way it conducted its JPIC initiative 
was not consistent with Lindbeck’s (endorsed by Suenens and Hillman) definition of 
what the church is and should be. Interest groups with many different worldviews 
pervaded the WCC. Bureaucratic and top-down management attempted to deal with 
these interest groups and this contributed to a lack of unity, ironically the raison 
d’etre of the WCC. As a result of this, an opportunity to be a significant influence for 
good in the world was lost.  
 
The Church must be Missional in Nature - Lesslie Newbigin 
 
Lesslie Newbigin, Bishop of the Church of South India, was both a giant in the 
theology of mission and a strongly committed and participative ecumenist. There are 
many examples in the literature of where he exhorted both church leaders and lay 
people within the ecumenical movement to be fully missional in their approach to 
achieving church unity. Newbigin was not known for equivocation or hesitancy when 
it came to positioning the missional nature of the church as being central to its core 
identity. One of his more famous quotes is: 
There can be no ecumenical movement except that which is missionary 
through and through, for there can be no true doctrine of the church which is 
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not held, so to say, in the tension of urgent obedience between the Saviour 
and the world he came to save.405 
A question which might arise from such a statement is how the concepts of church 
and mission became compartmentalised in the first place. Newbigin would have 
been aware that the very early and formative days of the ecumenical movement 
were not characterized by meetings of churches, but mission societies. This has 
been described by Hans Wolf.  
The great World Missionary Conference held at Edinburgh in 1910 was of 
decisive importance for the coming into being of the modern Ecumenical 
Movement. This was not strictly a gathering of representatives of the 
Churches. It was made up of delegates of missionary societies, which in many 
countries were not maintained by Churches as such, but are the concern of 
particular groups within and outside of the official Churches.406 
Jeppe Nikolajsen sheds further light on the question by describing how mission and 
church became separated in the 1800’s after William Carey’s call for contemporary 
Christians to become involved in world mission. Because official churches were not 
prepared to make the catechumenal, diaconal and missional tasks integral to their 
being, various mission organisations (for example the Bible Society and the CMS 
movement) were established which on behalf of the church, sought to respond to the 
great commission.407   
Newbigin would have none of this. If he had lived in the modern era, one might 
speculate that he would have rallied against the increasing power of “parachurch 
organisations” that are becoming dominant in mission activity which Newbigin saw 
as the key role and defining identity of the church. He was one of the key theologians 
who through his participation in the ecumenical movement, publishing and 
preaching, bought about a theological re-integration of mission and church. Here are 
two examples of the forthright way in which he articulated his view that the church 
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and mission are tightly interwoven, effectively inseparable and mutually co-
dependent. 
By their membership of the church, believers are committed to a mission to 
the world. They cannot abandon the latter without forfeiting the former.408 
We must say bluntly that when the church ceases to be a mission, then she 
openly denies the titles by which she is adorned in the New Testament.409 
We will now consider aspects of the theology of mission articulated by Newbigin 
which give colour and flavour to how he thought the job of mission should actually be 
done on the ground.  
The first point is that it should not be hierarchical or political. 
Mission is not essentially an action by which the church puts forth its own 
power and wisdom to conquer the world around it; it is, rather, an action of 
God, putting forth the power of his Spirit to bring the universal work of Christ 
for the salvation of the world nearer to its completion.410 
In support of this sentiment, Ng Kam Weng describes Newbigin as insistent that the 
impact Christians seek comes not through imposition by a dominant majority, as was 
the case in early Christendom. Rather it begins with grass roots communities whose 
members are empowered and released to unmask ideological illusions by the truth of 
the gospel, who transform social life through the redeeming grace of God.411 
Secondly, according to Newbigin, mission may involve sacrifice and suffering. 
Michael Goheen describes an influential incident in Newbigin’s life which helped 
define his theology of mission. It involved a young Christian teacher in India who 
forfeited his teaching certificate rather than accept syncretistic Hindu content in the 
school curriculum. This convinced him of three things: the incompatibility of the 
gospel with the dominant doctrine shaping culture and public institutions, the cost of 
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suffering one must often pay for a faithful witness, and the power suffering may have 
to draw others to Christ.412 
A further example of the incompatibility of political power with a missional theology 
as well as the prospect of suffering are alluded to in the following comment from 
Newbigin himself: 
Christians increasingly experience the kinds of socio-political marginality 
which may have contributed to the development of rabbinic Judaism. In order 
to survive, mainstream Christianity will become more concerned about 
developing distinctive and encompassing forms of minority communal life than 
it has been since Constantine.413 
Newbigin did not see it necessary to account for results or panic if the mission task 
does not appear on the surface to be making significant progress.  
An anxious witness is a contradiction in terms. We have to tell and live the 
story faithfully, the rest is in God’s hands. What matters is not that I should 
succeed, but that God should be honoured.414 
He was also happy for societal changes and cultural differences to be factored into 
the missional job of the church. 
“If we are faithful in mission, we must recognize that Christianity is something 
that is always changing. The Holy Spirit, through the faithful witness of the 
church to the gospel, teaches the church new things and brings it – through its 
successive missionary encounters – into the fullness of truth.415 
The mission of the church is given once and for all by the risen Christ but 
identity judgements about an activity are inevitably contextual. Our situations 
change, calling for new judgements and visions of what specifies the identity 
of the church in this context.416 
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Many of Newbigin’s perspectives on mission were gained in a South Asian context 
through his time as a bishop of the Church of South India. The following comments 
from an African context appear to support Newbigin’s conclusions. 
The needs of our times are for an inclusive and open-minded ecumenism, not 
just program oriented institutional ecumenism. Many of the ecumenical 
movements have run their course they have become ecumenical institutions. 
They have become brokering mechanisms between fiercely disagreeing and 
often blackmailing denominations. The need of the hour is mission shaping 
ecumenism, ecumenism that emerges from the complex yet vibrant mission 
context; a receptive ecumenism that is willing to sacrifice its own existence for 
the sake of Christ and his mission.417 
It is now worth considering whether the missional approach to ecumenism outlined 
by Lesslie Newbigin was practiced by the WCC as it executed the JPIC initiative. 
Newbigin would appear to agree with the George Lindbeck with regards to political 
power and the achievement of goals through a top down and hierarchical approach 
to mission. Neither theologian saw this as appropriate and both suggest that 
changes need to come from the grass roots and percolate upwards. This was 
certainly not the case with the JPIC which suffered many examples of WCC staff 
organising meetings and theological symposiums, the conclusions from which were 
pushed out to (sometimes unreceptive) audiences within member churches.  
Newbigin’s emphasis on the importance of contextual theology within a mission 
environment also seems to be at odds with how things were done in the JPIC. The 
many conflicts between North and South, East and West which are described in 
chapters 3 and 4 suggest that the WCC fundamentally failed to take account of 
member church different contexts as the important topic of creation care was 
discussed. Another famous quote from Newbigin endorses the centrality of mission 
to the very existence of the church, but also introduces the importance of 
eschatology to mission.  
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Therefore, the nature of the church is never to be finally defined in static terms 
but only in terms of that to which it is going. It cannot be understood rightly 
except in a perspective which is at once missionary and eschatological.418 
This comment leads appropriately into a discussion of eschatology and consideration 
of the views of another famous ecumenical theologian, Stanley Hauerwas 
 
The Eschatological Nature of the Church – Stanley Hauerwas 
 
A good place to start when considering the contribution of Hauerwas to missional 
theology and how churches should behave in society is to affirm that he strongly 
agrees with Lesslie Newbigin about the importance of mission. More specifically, he 
sees “mission in context” as non-negotiable. 
Locality can tempt Christians to identify the church with a given society or 
assume some way of being church in one context to be necessary for all 
churches. The only safeguard against these temptations is the demand that 
the church be in mission. For it is through mission that the church finds there 
are different ways to worship Jesus.419 
However, Hauerwas brings renewed emphasis to the eschatological aspects of 
mission and ecumenism. He is critical of churches who feel their theology contains 
essential truths for the “here and now” and reminds them that the church is never 
static but is constantly moving towards the great day when Jesus will return. 
We feel that other churches must accept as the precondition of fellowship, 
such changes as will bring them into conformity with ourselves in matters 
which we regard as essential. This way of thinking rests upon a static and 
non-temporal conception of the church as something which possesses the 
fullness of its being here and now. We have to conceive of the church in the 
perspective of a real eschaton for which we wait in faith and hope.420 
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Hauerwas demonstrates a deep understanding of how much churches have 
changed since the early days of Christianity. He uses terms such as “unfaithful” and 
“Pharisaism” to describe churches who feel that they have arrived at any kind of 
universal and non-negotiable doctrinal position and subsequently spend their time 
trying to convince others, through mission, of their point of view. He points out that 
God alone is the judge. 
Any account of Christianity in which missions are understood to be something 
the church does after she has become settled in a place and time cannot help 
but be an unfaithful account of the gospel.421 
The final judgement belongs to God alone on the last day. We are to judge 
nothing before the time. Every attempt to slacken that eschatological tension 
by supposing now some sort of true church within the church, involves a 
concealed and sometimes open Pharisaism.422 
Hauerwas cautions against familiarity and comfort with the world, instead naming an 
“eschatological vision” as the vital ingredient in creating Christians who witness with 
such a fervour that others see them as part and parcel of the Christian story, not just 
tellers of it. 
When Christians begin to think we are at home in the world, our sense that we 
live “between the times” is not only muted but close to being unintelligible. The 
recovery of the eschatological vision is crucial for how the church understands 
her relation to the world.423 
It has been a constant temptation for Christians to find a way to avoid the 
necessity of being witnesses. It is true that what God has done in Christ is 
true and good even though we are unfaithful witnesses, but that does not 
mean that someone somewhere is not a faithful witness to Jesus.424 Insofar 
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as we are the church, we do not have an alternative, we are the alternative. 
We do not have a story to tell, but in the telling, we are the story being told.425 
Other theologians have endorsed Hauerwas view that eschatology is an important 
consideration for churches thinking about their role in the world. A good example 
would be South American liberation theologian Daniel Izuzquiza who points out that 
that churches who feel that they are “settled in a place and time” need to re-focus on 
eschatology as the missional doctrines they founded themselves on, may not last: 
Christian eschatology functions as a permanent corrective to all human 
achievements, since they are always partial and provisional.426 
Gennadios Limouris from the Orthodox church who worked in Geneva on the JPIC 
programme sees eschatology as a call to action for churches.  
The problems of capitalism, technocracy, third world hunger, war and religious 
conflicts have become burning issues for all churches. Eschatology can no 
longer mask laziness, theological obscurantism, indifference towards the 
world and passivity.  Eschatology as it is developed in the Holy Scriptures, 
and in the father’s theology, demands solutions for our social problems and 
life concerns.427 
Although Hauerwas, supported by others, puts a strong case for eschatology to 
occupy centre stage in defining the missional activities of the church, it is still not 
straightforward to elucidate from him a more precise modus operandi for churches. 
“Practicing what is preached” and “walking the talk” are hinted at and Hauerwas 
makes some comments about the church’s mission and witness in the world that are 
particularly relevant given the history of eco-theology. If Lynn White Jnr’s ground-
breaking thesis428 is true (that Christianity is culpable for environmental degradation 
through misinterpretation of the early chapters of Genesis), Hauerwas would contend 
that this presents a difficult and compromised position for any mission to “save the 
planet”.  
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The only way we can educate is through witness. The problem is how 
Christians can think of themselves as missionaries in a world that we have at 
least in part been responsible for making. The only way to do that is by telling 
a counter story of what we call the nation state system. The moral and 
intellectual courage required for the task is great.429 
But we persist pursuing social strategies we think are more just because we 
assume just social arrangements are possible, even when we are not sure if 
we are just. This has ecclesial implications, as religious leaders attempt to 
influence governments to enact laws that mandate behaviour the religious 
leaders know they cannot expect the Christians they serve and represent to 
embody.430 
Notwithstanding the difficulties in engaging in mission and witness that might involve 
hypocrisy, Hauerwas sees a role for the church and exhorts Christians to be catholic 
in the world, potentially living as a “community in exile”. 
It should surprise no one that I believe any response Christians have to the 
challenge of the global market will be ecclesial. In particular, I think Christians 
must find ways to be catholic in a world in which the church is but another 
international agency.431 
Hauerwas does want to create a Christian society (polis, societas) – a 
community shaped fully by Christian convictions”. The “world” cannot be this 
society and we only distract ourselves from building a truly Christian society 
by trying to make our nation into that society, rather than be content with living 
as a community in exile (Schlabach cited by Hauerwas432). 
The subtleties of how to be a “community in exile” rather than being focussed on 
changing the world in a political sense are not defined by Hauerwas. In his 
autobiography, he acknowledges his personal struggles getting to grips with what his 
theology might mean in terms of how to live out day to day life as a Christian. 
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“How is at the heart of the matter for me. When I first read Kierkegaard, I was 
quite taken with his suggestion that the “what” of Christianity is not the 
problem. It is the “how”. I have spent many years trying to say that we cannot 
understand the “what” of Christianity without knowing “how” to be a 
Christian.433 
A summary of Hauerwas’s vision for the church might be something like “Live and 
conduct mission in the world as a community in exile, witnessing the truth to all 
peoples, but don’t become distracted with trying to change political institutions whilst 
we are all waiting for the return of King Jesus”. If the leaders of the JPIC movement 
within the WCC had heeded a message like this, how might things have been done 
differently? 
It is clear that lobbying governments and behaving like an “international agency” was 
a key part of the way the WCC operated the JPIC programme and this behaviour is 
still evident today. This lobbying theme came through particularly strongly as climate 
change emerged in the latter part of the JPIC post the Seoul Convocation and there 
was a truly global environmental issue to focus on. The international climate change 
petition organised by Lukas Vischer bears this out. Hauerwas would suggest this is 
the wrong way to go about things and it is far more important to live out values at a 
local level and remove the possibility of being accused of hypocrisy. Given the power 
base of the WCC and much of the finance for JPIC came from wealthy nations in the 
Northern hemisphere, it is not surprising that Christians from poorer countries felt 
patronised by the calls for global restraint. It is the hypocrisy that Hauerwas refers to, 
but in this case, it was internal to the church. 
In terms of the wider issue of a broad and functional ecumenism, Hauerwas labelling 
of churches who feel they have arrived at a time and place and understand universal 
truth as “unfaithful” and “pharisaic” is a wake-up call. Within the WCC at the time of 
the JPIC, while there were many churches negotiating to have their particular view 
become pre-eminent in the ecumenical world, none of them seem to have enjoyed 
success. It is ironic that the Orthodox church, in many ways champions of the 
environment within the WCC, were also tough and uncompromising about social 
issues, gender equality and they frequently alleged syncretism to churches from 
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other contexts who were wrestling with adapting Christian values to their own 
cultures. More flexibility and acceptance of others when discussing doctrinal 
differences seems to be Hauerwas’s message to ecumenists. 
 
The Importance of Piety 
 
The exhortations of Lindbeck, Newbigin and Hauerwas are all different variations on 
a larger theme of commitment, enthusiasm and focus on being Christian in the world 
today and ensuring that the good news of salvation reaches those who need to hear 
it before the return of Christ and the end times. The theme of creation care fits well 
into this construct and as this thesis contends, a lot more creation care activity is 
likely (and necessary) from Christians as the ecological crisis continues to unfold. 
Another term to describe the vibrancy of and commitment of Christians to witness in 
the world is “piety”. Other theologians have used or referred broadly to this concept 
and it is worthwhile to consider a brief selection of these to broaden out and support 
the work of Lindbeck, Newbigin and Hauerwas. By way of bridging the “Nature of the 
Church” discussions to piety, Nicholas Healy describes how Hauerwas sees the 
activity of the church by using the term “visibly good Christians”. 
Hauerwas’s particular form of ecclesio-centrism goes beyond exhortation to 
require substantial changes in the church’s self-understanding and visible 
identity. He expects us – or most of us – actually to be visibly good Christians 
and furthermore, to be identifiable as such by the world, by those outside the 
contrast community.434 
M.M. Thomas in an Indian context considers that the church should not be overly 
concerned about “who should speak”, suggesting we all should while Constantin 
Patelos points out that both personal salvation and dealing with social evils 
(including environmental damage) are important as church activities. 
Let the church be the church. And in this period of history it finds expression 
through taking seriously the political context of all its concerns for the world. In 
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such a context the question “who speaks for the church” is irrelevant; 
separately and together all of us do.435 
I consider that in all this we should avoid two opposing extremes. On the one 
hand the churches have frequently concentrated their attention on the 
individual improvement of people and neglected the prevalence of social evil. 
On the other hand, some churches manifest a strong tendency towards 
reducing all the concerns of the churches solely to social questions.436 
Overall though, Christians need to be active, visible, passionate and committed to 
their mission in the world and this says John Bluck (a New Zealand theologian), 
depends on the nature of their piety. 
It’s on the adequacy, the strength and credibility of our piety that the mission 
of the church depends. We can build great cathedrals, finance food for 
millions, heal and plant and teach and grow, but the way we go about 
embodying these achievements in our lives through the claims we make and 
the manner in which we choose to honour God through what we do, is a 
matter of piety.437 
Piety requires a particular kind of lifestyle and personal attributes and it can be 
carried out in a number of different modes says the Orthodox Task Force. 
The discussion about a new lifestyle which took place recently in the 
ecumenical movement did not pay enough attention to the traditional but 
sometimes forgotten lifestyle peculiar to believers; self-denial through fasting, 
moderation in all things including words, patience in adversity, obedience, 
humility, kindness, mercy, self-sacrifice and other patterns of Christian 
behaviour so characteristic of the New Testament.438 
Ernst Conradie adds variety to the “how to do piety” discussion by suggesting a four 
way modal categorisation for pious activities. 
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Christian witness may be expressed in especially four modes, namely 
worship, proclamation, fellowship and service. Each of these entails concrete, 
practical challenges embedded in particular contexts. There is an ongoing 
challenge to relate all forms of witness with the earth, to connect mission with 
ecology.439 
Personal piety around advocacy for and direct protection of the environment 
(reducing one’s personal footprint, mitigating emissions by planting trees, recycling 
waste and so on) is largely absent from the literature of the JPIC that has been 
reviewed in earlier chapters. Whilst there were no doubt individuals involved in the 
JPIC that engaged in such activities, overall it was about theological reflection, 
proclamations and statements, conferences and seminars and attempts to get 
agreement from governments, NGO’s and member churches to “do something”. 
Practical, on the ground activities to protect the environment were relatively rare 
although towards the end of the JPIC, initiatives like the Black Sea Environmental 
Education Programme (BSEEP) were attempts to engage directly with creation care.  
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Chapter Six - A New Direction for Ecumenism? 
 
The central argument of this chapter is that there is a broad set of activities which if 
implemented comprehensively, could significantly increase the chance of creation 
care initiatives successfully renewing and restoring the creation and also bringing 
about Christian unity which Jesus prayed for in John 17.  
 
A possible programme for success – Creation Care as a key contributor to 
ecumenism 
 
Looking at the way the JPIC was conducted by the WCC in previous historical 
decades and another millennium, it is now possible to suggest factors which if noted 
and acted upon, could provide an important new impetus for the cause of 
ecumenism. The growing intensity of the ecological crisis as documented by many 
cited authors, together with the fascination and engagement of new generations with 
climate change, provides a unique opportunity for church leaders to seek the unity 
which Jesus prayed for in John 17. A prescription for how this might be achieved will 
now be offered. 
 
Theological underpinning of Creation Care 
 
One of the most powerful scriptures suggesting that creation care can truly be 
underpinned by a robust theology is Romans 1:20 
Ever since the creation of the world his eternal power and divine nature, 
invisible though they are, have been understood and seen through the things 
he has made. So they are without excuse. (NRSV) 
This verse effectively allows for a natural understanding of God. Attempting to 
understand God through the creation is not a new endeavour and has been 
practiced from the earliest times of Christianity. The early eastern and western 
Church Fathers up to the fourth century advanced the necessary conditions for the 
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development of a positive view of inner and outer nature: they praised the perfect 
order of the beautiful universe which God created.440 
As mentioned in earlier chapters, an important development for a theology of nature 
within the ecumenical movement was the speech of Joseph Sittler at the New Delhi 
WCC Assembly in 1963. This minimised the hitherto anthropocentric view of nature 
and used Colossians 1 to introduce the Cosmic Christ whose sacrifice was for the 
entire creation. Many years later, in light of the environmental problems emerging in 
the new millennium, Konrad Raiser, General Secretary of the WCC reminded 
churches of this important theological truth.  
Our new awareness of the ecological threat obliges us to transcend even the 
oikoumene of the inhabited human world to recognise that God’s oikoumene 
embraces all of God’s creation.441 
There is no one prescribed way to do theology which underpins creation care. 
Gennadios Limouris (back in the time of the JPIC) pointed out that both scripture and 
tradition have a role to play. 
Contemporary life throws up questions to which the church must respond, 
basing itself on the Holy Scriptures and ecclesial tradition. Among the 
problems the church must address is that of the inter-connectedness of 
humanity with nature, especially at a time when general attention is focused 
on the catastrophic consequences of the exploitation of the world's resources 
and environmental pollution.442 
A good example of a simple and easy to articulate theology for the creation is given 
by Andrew Pearson and attributed to the Green Theology Group (UK). The six 
principles of this theology give good guidance to churches and their adherents as to 
how nature and therefore creation care is integral to their faith.  
Assertions of the Green Theology Group (UK) 
(i) Integrate redemption and creation theologies as found in the biblical 
records and Christian tradition 
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(ii) To encompass those spiritual aspirations relating to the world of nature 
currently being expressed 
(iii) To assert the dignity of all forms of life 
(iv) To acknowledge human being’s entire dependence on the rest of the 
created order 
(v) To capture that sense of awe and wonder evoked by God’s universe 
(vi) To affirm faith in God’s purpose to transform the whole creation.443 
 
But to return briefly to Hauerwas for the last word on theology…make sure it is 
practiced.  
Underscoring his conviction that ethics must not be separated from theology, 
Hauerwas defines theology as “the kind of discourse that must, if it is to be 
truthful, be embedded in the practices of actual lived communities.444 
In conclusion, for creation care to be successful on a large scale, particularly within a 
church context, even more so in an ecumenical context, it will be important to 
engage with the theology that underpins why Christians should care for creation. The 
good news is that there has been a great increase in the amount of material in the 
eco-theology space in recent years with perspectives that will appeal to a wide-
ranging subset of the church. JPIC leaders were frustrated by the lack of progress 
made at the Seoul Convocation, perhaps they would have done better if they had a 
better theological framework on which to hang their desire to covenant.  
 
The inclusion of social justice issues linked with creation care 
 
The most common issue which is interwoven with the ecological crisis and creation 
care is that of social justice and inequitable distribution of wealth. Christine Ariarajah 
sees the ecological crisis as a significant cause of poverty, this perspective is shared 
by other commentators including Pope Francis in his encyclical Laudato Si’. 
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The environmental crises such as climate change, floods, famines, 
desertification and forest fires and the resulting widespread poverty are clearly 
among the most discussed, showing the enormous significance they have for 
sustainable peace. These are pivotal and have become a major part of the 
ecumenical agenda.445 
However, there is an obvious counter argument to this which is that poverty causes 
environmental destruction as people who are desperate may cut down forests or kill 
endangered species in order to survive themselves. There is no doubt that trying to 
include too much in a change agenda risks complexity and disagreement about 
prioritisation of the different components. This was very starkly illustrated during the 
JPIC process where social justice was seen as a priority for poverty-stricken 
countries, lasting peace was seen as the key issue in countries engulfed by war and 
protecting the environment was seen as the main thing to resolve in rich western 
countries who had no military conflicts and state funded social welfare to alleviate 
poverty. 
This is a difficult issue to resolve given the topic of this thesis is how creation care 
might re-vitalise the Oikoumene on the back of the ecological crisis. I have not found 
any eco-theologians who do not think that alleviating disparity of wealth, seeking 
social justice or discovering peace in places of violent conflict are worthy goals to 
pursue. I will suggest that the right answer is for each country’s context, to pursue 
single minded goals that local churches are passionate about and the creation will be 
a beneficiary of in any case. In a war zone, gaining momentum around creation care 
will always be difficult as people’s first priority will be self-preservation. Discontinuing 
a military conflict will surely allow the land, sea and air to “breathe again” and the 
cause of creation care will be well served. Focus on ending the war. 
In the case of wealth disparity, self-preservation may also be to the fore in the minds 
of people who lack resources. By focussing on a more equitable distribution of 
wealth at a society level, the temptation to exploit the environment for profit should 
be reduced. The ability to do “more with less” is a skill well honed in less wealthy 
communities, by listening to the voice of the poor, knowledge and insights that will 
benefit the whole ecosystem can come to the fore. Focus on inequality and let the 
                                                          
445 Christine Shyamala Ariarajah, An Ecumenical Vision for Sustainable Peace: Asian Diaspora Construct of an 
Ecumenical Ethic, 28. 
123 
 
environment benefit. The reality is that all three issues are inter-connected, but trying 
to wrap them up and focus on everything at once was a disaster for the JPIC and the 
whole initiative ultimately died. Rudiger Noll also points out that the constant re-
visioning and re-identifying projects creates confusion. 
It seems to be the fate of ecumenical, especially socio-ethical, programmes 
and initiatives that they come and go, but seldom stay very long. Yesterday it 
was JPSS, today it is JPIC and tomorrow?446 
Spirituality is a part of many social struggles including creation care, Andreas 
Hernandez had the following to say about this. 
Movements engaged in political, economic and social struggles around issues 
such as democratic participation and human land and resource rights are 
weaving new stories that sustain alternative visions and practices for forms of 
globalisation and human development grounded in the value of human beings 
and the earth. The re-imagination of spirituality and religion are integral 
dimensions in many social movement practices.447 
Perhaps the comment here about the importance of stories as powerful drivers of 
change and engagement for communities, is the right answer as to how best to 
handle the complex interaction of problems linked to creation care. The telling of 
stories to remember, to inspire, to initiate action and most importantly to create 
reasons to pray, praise God and treat creation care first and foremost as a spiritual 
endeavour. 
 
Indigenous people involvement 
 
In just about every indigenous culture that one can read or inform oneself about, the 
closeness of the people to the mother earth, the father sky, the animals and plants 
that feed and nourish us and the whole natural world is strongly evident. The 
following comment, attributed to Chief Seattle in 1854, provides a good example of 
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indigenous (in this case Native American) spirituality as it relates to the global 
environment. 
Humankind has not woven the web of like. We are but one thread in it. 
Whatever we do to the web, we do to ourselves. All things are bound 
together. All things connect.448 
Using an Australian example, according to Anne-Mette Fenger, the close relationship 
between Aborigines and their environment is based on close observation over time. 
Their ecological management comes as a result of their moral and ontological 
system.449 The natural world becomes an integral part of everything they think about, 
say and do including how children are trained to think. An example of this is an 
Australian aboriginal children’s story book compiled by Catherine Berndt. Of the 
twenty-seven ancestral stories narrated in the book, only three do not have a direct 
reference to animals, earth features, weather, or some other relevant aspect of their 
natural environment. Titles like “Fish Hawk, Cicada Woman, Loglog Lizard, The 
Clam Shell and The Crocodile they Couldn’t Kill”450 are testimony to an existence 
extensively focussed on children’s natural surroundings 
In a New Zealand indigenous context, Christopher Douglas-Huriwai describes the 
concept of whanaungatanga as being about embracing whakapapa (genealogy) and 
focussing on relationships. 
This reach of whanaungatanga beyond ourselves, beyond our nuclear family 
and out into the world, brings the whole world into relationship with one 
another, even more than that, in the Maori world view, it brings all of creation 
into relationship with God.451 
Western European ways of doing religion with its segregated “spiritual and secular” 
division is an anathema to most indigenous people whose spirituality permeates 
everything they do. 
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White people pray on Sundays in their big cathedrals. For us, every day is 
holy. The Black Hills is our cathedral. When we go out to pray, we humble 
ourselves. Prayer is between you and the creator.452 
There are a good number of examples in the literature of indigenous response to the 
ecological disaster unfolding. Probably the most common reaction is complete 
bewilderment that man would engage in activities that threaten his own existence in 
the long term. “Biting the hand that feeds us” or “Messing in our own nest” would be 
popular clichés that encapsulate indigenous response to land water and air pollution. 
In all cases, there is a keen awareness of the consequences of abusing the creation. 
Tore Johnsen, an indigenous writer from the Sami people of Norway quotes a 
reindeer herder whose conclusions about nature had been learned from elderly 
people in the siida, a group of nomadic reindeer herding families who migrate every 
year between summer lands in the coastal mountains and the winter lands in the 
interior plateau. 
The voice of nature is like if you take too much, then nature tells you that 
those forests do not grow anymore, the reindeer will vanish, or the fish in the 
lakes disappear. You are not deciding the future, but nature. You will not live 
in the future.453 
There are many teachings in the aboriginal North American Nations that use the 
symbol of a circle in which human beings are part of the whole circle of life. 
Aboriginal spiritual teachers speak of the re-establishment of the balance between 
human beings and the whole of creation, as a mending of the hoop.454 The circle or 
hoop as a symbol of life is found in nearly all North American tribes and is a powerful 
representation of the earth, life, seasons and cycles of maturity.455 
In conclusion, listening to the voice of indigenous people is one of the most important 
actions that could be undertaken by enthusiastic ecumenists wanting to re-invigorate 
the worldwide oikoumene by focussing on creation care. In the JPIC, there was 
                                                          
452 Carole Anne Heart Looking Horse, "Our Cathedral Is the Black Hills," in Messengers of the Wind: Native 
American Women Tell Their Life Stories, ed. Jane Katz (New York: Ballantine Books, 1993), 297. 
453 Tore Johnsen, "Listen to the Voice of Nature: Indigenous Perspectives," in God, Creation and Climate 
Change, ed. Karen Bloomquist (Minneapolis: Lutheran World Federation, 2009), 101. 
454 James Treat, Native and Christian: Indigenous Voices on Religious Identity in the United States and Canada 
(New York: Routledge Publishers, 1996), 54-55. 
455 Randy S. Woodley, Shalom and the Community of Creation, ed. Bruce Benson, Malinda Berry, and Peter 
Hetzel, Prophetic Christianity (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2012), 88. 
126 
 
some token opportunity for indigenous voices at the various conferences and 
seminars, but a great opportunity to cement indigenous, earth focussed spirituality 
into an ecumenical endeavour was substantively lost. Another advantage of 
increasing indigenous voices in creation care is that both governments and churches 
have been complicit in the past process of colonisation. Listening and acting upon 
suggestions to repair the damage to the environment, and addressing historical 
colonial injustices, gives a double benefit to politicians and church leaders eager to 
atone for the wrongs of the past. 
 
Contribution of women 
 
Whether or not the organisers of the JPIC offered sufficient time for women’s voices 
to be listened to, fairly considered and acted upon will probably never be agreed by 
all stakeholders. But there were certainly women who felt marginalised and ignored 
in the lead up to the Seoul convocation456. New Zealand society is probably a good 
example of how much change there has been in gender status since the 20th century 
when the JPIC was happening. All senior New Zealand government positions 
including Prime minister, Leader of the Opposition, Chief Justice and Governor 
General are all occupied by women. New Zealand women have led secular 
environmental debates (e.g. Jeanette Fitzsimons, Co-Leader of the Green Party 
through the late 1990’s and early 2000’s) and from a Christian environmental 
perspective, theologian Nicola Hoggard-Creegan is Chair of Christian Green group 
Arocha. The benefits of female contribution to creation and earth care issues have 
been succinctly summarised by Elizabeth Johnson. 
Hearkening to women’s wisdom and discerning kinship with the earth yield the 
same result, namely a transformation of the hierarchical, two-tiered view of 
the world into a vision of the community of creation, necessary if life is to be 
cherished and preserved.457 
Many spiritual feminists believe that humanity is on the threshold of a new historical 
epoch, experiencing a new global pattern of communication and reverence for life 
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that opens up the way for goddess symbolism…to make a constructive contribution 
to the feminist ecological debate. There has been a new sense of sacred female 
power, manifest within the human body, within the earth, and within the cosmos.458 
Heather Eaton considers that their deep morality and propensity for women to be 
practical in working out their convictions as the key benefits of involving them in 
social change programmes. 
In its essence, ecofeminist cosmological perspective is deeply moral and it is 
predominately oriented towards praxis. The two components, cosmology and 
concrete praxis that consolidate socio-political and ecological goals, can 
unite.459 
Liberation theologian and eco-feminist Ivone Gebara gives an insightful comment 
into why women’s groups are prolific and influential – it’s all about community 
I think the most fundamental need many women are feeling is to have a 
“place”, a small community in which their questions and convictions can be 
shared. I believe this felt need expresses the age old need to live out faith in 
community.460 
Women have also championed environmental issues in the Roman Catholic Church. 
Green Sisters, an organic lay-level movement of ecologically concerned nuns, are 
attempting to re-create the landscape of Roman Catholic social work through 
ecological discipline, creation care and eco-theological training.461 
There is some evidence that women are naturally better at being collaborative and 
seeking partnerships and coalitions than men. Faith Smith is a good example of an 
indigenous (native American) woman who finds it natural to undertake a kind of 
cultural and gender-based ecumenism on a global scale. She told her story to Jane 
Katz in 1991 of how she had visited struggling indigenous communities right 
throughout the world including Africa and New Zealand. 
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We need to form coalitions, to cross boundaries, to understand how the same 
issues impact on communities of poor people and on women all over the 
world. There are common concerns that transcend race and national 
boundaries.462 
There is a vast literature in the area of eco-feminism and it is not possible to engage 
comprehensively with it all in the current context. But it is very clear that female 
influence for good in the area of creation care has huge potential and if women’s 
views are embraced and given significant profile within the ecumenical movement, 
there is likely to be a great momentum for creation care right around the globe. 
 
Spirituality of Nature - Immanence & Transcendence 
 
Lesslie Newbigin, cited extensively in previous chapters, once made the 
extraordinary claim that “theologians today are afraid of the word “experience”.463 He 
goes on to acknowledge the importance of the Holy Spirit to the ecumenical 
movement and infers that he sees the Pentecostal churches as a third and important 
major grouping within the Oikoumene. 
 
Catholicism has laid its primary stress upon the given structure, Protestantism 
upon the given message. It is necessary to recognise a third stream of 
Christian tradition. Its central element is the conviction that Christian life is a 
matter of the experienced power and presence of the Holy Spirit today.464 
 
Despite Newbigin’s assertion that the Catholic Church revolves primarily around 
structure, other commentators have noted the importance of spirituality, particularly 
in the area of ecumenical endeavour. The encyclical (Ut Unum Sint) describes 
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spiritual ecumenism as the "soul" of the new outlook. It speaks at length of the 
"primacy of prayer" and of "renewal and conversion".465 
Christianity is not alone as a major world religion where the spirituality of nature is an 
important driver of behaviour. James Gustafson considers that this spirituality exists 
in some shape or form in all the world’s major religions.  
A sense of dependence on the environment and interdependence with it, a 
sense of the contingency of our lives and the natural world relative to our 
powers to control them, are probably present in all the world’s religions on a 
continuum from those that have been called animistic to the most radical 
views of divine transcendence.466 
Moving even further out into wider society, one does not have to consider only the 
perspectives of people involved in organised religion to find references to the 
spiritual aspects of the natural world. Albrecht Claasen, an academic interested in 
the history of forests as places of spiritual repose has the following to contribute to 
the debate. 
Eco-critical awareness is not simply the result of postmodern reactions to the 
destruction of our natural world by economic-capitalistic interests. Intriguingly, 
our constantly growing concern with the forest today for environmental but 
also mental-historical concerns, for instance, connects us immediately with 
the approaches toward the forest in the Middle Ages since we can recognize 
in that natural space a world where the self is deeply challenged and where 
human society finds its limits. Entering a forest hence represents, in a way, 
one of the possible pathways towards utopia.467  
Veronica Della Dora points out that the features and materials of the earth seem to 
have the power to shape human experience and anchor imagination in special and 
consistent ways.  
Hills and mountains function as space defining landmarks; plains and deserts 
make extension manifest, caves and caverns offer retreat and intimacy. 
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Vegetation evokes the vigour of the cycle of life and eternal rebirth. The 
hardness of rock suggests endurance through the eons of time. Water is the 
primeval element from which all forms come and into which they disappear.468 
Shannon Jung suggests a number of reasons that the health of the environment has 
become a spiritual issue. These include the idea that spiritual zeal arises from the 
relationship people feel with nature, eco-spirituality arises from an awareness of the 
biosphere as a community, and that a number of powerful emotions are awakened 
through an encounter with nature.469 
The lessons here for ecumenists wanting to bring together interest in church unity 
and protection of the environment are self-evident. Spending time in the “great 
outdoors”, experiencing the spiritual power of mountains, forests, rivers, all the vast 
community of flora and fauna will move people to a sense of an immanent God. This 
doesn’t have to cut across a long Protestant tradition of seeing God more in a 
transcendent sense. Both models are relevant but God’s immanence needs more 
emphasis and if this can be achieved, the church’s contribution to creation care 
could be significantly enhanced. 
 
Co-operation with secular creation care organisations 
 
Many Christians divide their lives into what might broadly be termed the sacred and 
the secular. Charles Taylor suggests that the place of the spiritual in human life has 
been shifted: 
The connection between pursuing a moral or spiritual path and belonging to 
larger ensembles – state, church, even denomination has been further 
loosened. We are now living in a spiritual super nova, a kind of galloping 
pluralism on the spiritual plane.470 
Kosuke Koyama draws a clear line in the sand on this issue suggesting that “there is 
only one, not two histories for humanity: theological and non-theological, sacred and 
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secular, or saved and damned.471 If this is true, it would suggest that Christians 
focussing on creation care only from within the church, setting up “purely Christian” 
entities to protect and enhance the environment is theologically unsound. It also risks 
duplication and therefore incurring wasted resource and the possibility of 
ineffectiveness.  
George Lindbeck, cited extensively in chapter five, sees a clear role for the church in 
getting involved outside its own four walls, bringing together the values of other 
religions thus uniting humanity. 
The church will advance until it unifies all humanity and embraces all genuine 
values of other religions and of secular developments in the fullness of its 
catholicity. A major way in which this is accomplished is precisely through the 
participation of Christians in all kinds of secular activities. Thereby they 
sanctify the world and saturate it with Christian values.472 
Influential protestant theologian Jurgen Moltmann also endorses the role of the 
church in secular activities. 
For by secularizing itself, Christianity gives moral form to society. The 
church’s approach to the kingdom of God takes place in this transition from 
the ecclesiastical to the moral, from hierarchy to universal Christianity, from 
religion to life, and from faith to political responsibility.473 
According to Martin and Margot Hodson, the process of bringing together secular 
and religious creation care groups has impetus from the secular side as well. 
Increasingly in our fragmented society, government is turning to faith groups 
to help with all kinds of social and sustainability issues, as these groups often 
represent a major focus for community.474 
Both secular and religious organisations can benefit from each other’s worldview 
thus increasing the overall effectiveness and resulting in a “win-win” outcome for 
both kinds of organisations. Environmental ethics is a key contribution from the 
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religious side while the operational expertise of secular organisations has benefitted 
religious organisations.  
Purely secular programmes – bureaucratic, technological, legal or educational 
– aimed at achieving environmental conservation, may remain ineffective 
unless the environmental ethics latent in traditional worldviews animate and 
reinforce them.475 
The rise of religious environmental organisations has challenged the 
categorical distinction and institutional separation of the religious and the 
secular. Religious groups have become internally secularised in their 
operations while a countervailing process of “sacralisation” has been taking 
place in secular organisations in an attempt to create a more holistic 
corporate culture.476 
Christian Ecology Link (UK) is a good example of an entity working in both the 
secular and religious space, attempting to introduce to each side the benefits that 
might accrue from Christians understanding ecology and members of the green 
movement understanding Christianity. Christian Ecology Link (UK) has as its 
objectives: 
(i) To spread ecological insights amongst Christian people and churches 
(ii) To spread Christian insights into the green movement.477 
The idea of churches co-operating with entities in the secular world is not new and to 
be fair to the WCC and the ecumenical movement generally, many of its leaders 
have called for and openly endorsed this concept in the past. This includes Konrad 
Raiser, one-time General Secretary of the WCC and Jacques Ngally form the All 
Africa Council of Churches. 
For many of the ecumenical groups, engaging in concrete tasks and 
campaigns involves being prepared to enter into coalitions and to seek 
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cooperation with other social movements which are outside the Christian 
church sphere.478 
The very nature of human development makes it imperative that the church 
seeks the active collaboration of other individuals and groups outside the 
church who are working towards the same objective. It is therefore necessary 
to look at the existing social groups to determine how far one can press them 
into service.479 
Albert Schloz says our efforts in this secular space should be local and involve 
prayer while Konrad Raiser refers to the difficulties in forging alliances in civil society 
where disintegration, fragmentation and exclusion prevail. It is noteworthy that both 
authors make use of the term “community” to describe such sacred-secular groups. 
Christian communities must therefore encourage all ecological movements 
and activities without ideological, religious or denominational restrictions. And 
every community should begin with its own region. Like communities of prayer 
in totalitarian systems, we must list the victims and mark the lost ones and 
remember them.480 
Our response to God's calling must therefore lead to the formation of 
communities of hope, to the reshaping of viable human communities even in 
the midst of the forces of disintegration and exclusion. Such communities are 
emerging in many parts of the world. They are free to forge close alliances 
with groups in civil society struggling to rebuild viable human communities in 
situations of fragmentation and disintegration.481 
Gwen Cashmore and Joan Puls want to reject “churchiness” suggesting that this will 
enhance the “cutting edge” of the ecumenical movement. 
We believe that the ecumenical movement and its purposes are bigger than 
inter-church relationships. The ecumenical vision and challenge constantly 
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push us out of our "church-iness" to a more global, more kingdom-oriented 
obedience. This is its cutting edge.482 
Once churches come out of isolation and start working together with secular 
organisations, academics Fabrizio Frascaroli and Thora Feldsted allude to the 
opportunity to set a good example to the rest of the world (and avoid hypocrisy) by 
looking after land and investing sustainably.  
Religious institutions could be ideally positioned to positively impact 
conservation both directly for example through targeted investments and 
sustainable management of land estates, and indirectly for example by 
influencing the behaviour of their adherents through the teachings and 
pronouncements of their leaders.483 
Even the Pope, historically focussed on the internal affairs of the church, appears to 
be holding out the hand of friendship to secular organisations involved in creation 
care in the publishing of his encyclical, Laudato Si'. 
Given the erosion of confidence in organized religion, the pope’s document 
may well be rejected or ignored as one more teaching from what people judge 
to be an irrelevant institution. Addressing the encyclical to all people on earth 
may well be a careful way of sidestepping these criticisms and adopting an 
invitational posture for all who look for leadership on the environment.484 
So how might all of this this work out in practice? Christian creation care groups 
should integrate with and co-operate with secular ones. A good example of this in 
Aotearoa New Zealand is the Karioi mountain (near Raglan) restoration project being 
undertaken by Arocha NZ and funded by the Waikato Regional Council. Trinity 
Lands Ltd, a large Christian Waikato based farming company has recently taken a 
lead in the formation of the Pokaiwhenua Stream Care Group with an objective of 
cleaning up and restoring an iconic stream in a large dairy farming region. The cause 
of ecumenism will be served as Christians meet together and become part of such 
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secular groups and realise that the denominational labels that they use on Sundays 




Involvement of young people 
 
One of the most captivating images of the modern era was 16 year old Greta 
Thunberg speaking at the United Nations in New York in 2019. Her speech, 
commonly referred to as the “How Dare You” speech, accused world leaders of 
inaction and indifference to climate change and catapulted the young lady from 
Sweden into super-star status as an environmental activist. Thunberg no doubt 
speaks for millions of young people who can see their adult lives being significantly 
compromised by environmental degradation and they are increasingly becoming 
politically active demanding change. Rolling strikes at schools throughout Europe are 
a recent feature of youth activity which has forced political and business leaders to 
take notice and enter dialogue with discontented youth.  
What then the church? Probably the most important action that can be taken is not 
staying inside the confines of church and second guessing what young people think. 
If Christians leave the confines of their churches and venture into more community-
orientated spaces and places occupied by young people, then opportunities to be 
salt and light are maximised.485  
Wayne Talbot suggests that young people can create actions and projects that make 
a difference.  
They can cut through the complexity of issues around sustainability. They will 
then come up with different perspectives that can enable them to develop 
lifestyles informed by their faith.486 
Vera Duncanson goes so far as to suggest that the sub-versiveness of young 
people, their rebellious nature, their refusal to accept or tolerate the status quo 
should be embraced by the ecumenical movement and gives an example that might 
have been controversial in the Faith and Order section of the WCC at the time of the 
JPIC initiative. 
The ecumenical heart welcomes the insight of youth even though - or 
because - sometimes those insights are subversive. At a youth gathering 
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where multiple clergy had been invited to offer the Eucharist simultaneously, 
students refused to go to their designated stations and crossed the line to 
gather at altars outside of their own traditions.487 
A New Zealand example of youth and ecumenical endeavour is given by John Bluck. 
The context is the many joint and co-operating ventures in New Zealand which were 
the result of a failed attempt at church unity during the 1970’s. A final motion to unite 
the Anglican, Methodist and Presbyterian churches was voted down, but many 
dozens of partially merged churches remain today at a local level. Personally I attend 
one such church, the Putaruru based Anglican-Methodist Co-operating Parish. 
Governance, advice and clergy appointments are managed through the two partner 
churches on a rotating basis. Regarding the youth of such parishes, John Bluck has 
the following to say: 
There's the untold story of the evangelistic power of ecumenical ventures. A 
generation of young people have grown up in these ecumenical parishes. 
They have the inside track on what it means to belong to the church to 
experience strength and freedom it can provide in an age when any sort of 
institutional commitment is about as easy to sell to anyone under 30 as a 
black and white movie.488 
Ernest Marvin sees young people as a “catalyst” in the church.  
The young people who have come and gone over the years have provided a 
necessary catalyst for the congregation and have helped deepen our 
conception of the missionary and pastoral function of the church even though 
they themselves may not have been changed overmuch in the process.489 
Furthermore, young people have the distinct advantage of being able to think 
theologically without being hindered by denominational affiliations. A good example 
of this is described by Bryn Geffert in the context of the formation of the SCM. 
The Student Christian Movement (SCM) originated in Britain claiming as 
members some 10,000 of the 50,000 British university students. SCM did not 
demand statement of faith from its members and flourished without a 
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particular confessional identity. Hence it came to encompass Christians with a 
wide variety of beliefs on any number of dogmatic, doctrinal and ecclesiastical 
issues.490 
In a world where congregations in traditional denominations are dwindling and 
greying, embracing young people is surely one of the most powerful actions that 
churches could undertake. Not just to assist the cause of ecumenism via harnessing 
broad youth interest in environmentalism, but also at a much more basic level – the 
survival of the church at all. When it comes to voicing concerns about the 
environment, young people are united in their desire to see natural resources 
protected for the future, their future. Greta Thunberg will not be the last teenager to 




When reading ecumenical literature, there is often discussion about the meaning and 
parameters of the term “ecumenism”, who’s in, who’s out and in particular whether it 
refers to dialogue amongst Christians only or includes other world religions. A hint of 
an answer to this discussion is given at www.britannica.com/topic/oikoumene 491 
which uses the synonyms house, family, people, nation and finally “the whole 
inhabited earth”. There has never been any doubt in the mind of ecumenical 
theologian Wesley Ariarajah where the definition sits – he stated the following: 
The ecumenical movement, true to the spirit of the word, has always been 
about the whole inhabited earth even though there were pockets within the 
movement that are pre-occupied, rightly so, with a specifically Christian 
agenda of the unity and renewal of the church.492 
Catholic theologian David Burrell sees interfaith work as a sensible extension from 
Christian only ecumenism while his friend and fellow theologian George Lindbeck 
points out that in the modern era, separate religious groups are likely to migrate 
together anyway. 
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I think everyone realises as they look at the trajectory that Ecumenism 
expands almost naturally into interfaith work. You are given a richer 
understanding of your own faith as you try to understand others.493 
Modern communications, rapidity of change and social mobility encourage 
pluralism and make it increasingly difficult for people of diverse religious views 
to remain segregated from each other.494 
Lesslie Newbigin makes the salient point that when it comes to piety and fervent 
commitment to faith, Christianity is often left behind and found wanting compared 
with other religions. 
It has not taken long for (European peoples) to discover that many Hindus, 
Buddhists, Sikhs and Muslims are devout and godly people, whose religion 
means much more to them than Christianity means to the majority of 
Europeans. If what matters about religious beliefs is not the factual truth of 
what they affirm, but the sincerity with which they are held, there are no 
grounds to seek the conversion of these neighbours to the Christian faith.495 
Specifically, around creation care and the natural world, a number of Christian 
authors have commented on the benefits of working together with other faiths. 
Wesley Ariarajah makes a case for expansion of the “Lund Principle” (established at 
the Faith and Order conference, Lund, Sweden 1952) from “other churches” to “other 
faiths”.  
Therefore, the ecumenical movement needs to pioneer Christian willingness 
to explore all issues that confront humankind not in isolation but in partnership 
with others. The “Lund principle” on inter-church relations “that we would do 
separately only those things that our conscience does not permit us to do 
together with others” should be broadened to include our relationships and life 
with people of all religious traditions.496 
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Konrad Raiser from the WCC sees a rich vein of commonality with other faiths when 
it comes to human relationships with nature. 
Most of the fundamental ethical codes of the great religions are rooted in the 
insight that human life in community and in relationship with nature can be 
sustained only on the basis of an intentional self-limitation of power and 
greed.497 
Gary Gardner cites Richard Chartres, Bishop of London who suggested that in the 
spirit of St Francis “we move toward God by subtraction, rather than accumulation, a 
consumption ethic embraced by many world religions.”498. Gardner then presents a 
conclusive table quoting key texts and authors/prophets from world religions 
including Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam, Daoism, Confucianism, Judaism and 
Christianity where there is considerable commonality around an ethic of moderation 
which can be reached by becoming “free from desires”.499 Kristian Frisk borrows a 
principle of nature to underpin the desirability of all faiths working together as 
“citizens of planet earth”. 
Concern about global environmental changes has thus given rise to a new 
identity as “citizens of planet earth” that puts a strong emphasis on the human 
family as an integral part of nature and religious pluralism as the cultural 




In the same way that there are debates about “who” fits into the definition of 
ecumenism, there are also distinctive forms of ecumenism that have been described 
in the literature. Examples would be the following adjectives which precede the term 
“ecumenism”. Unitive, structural, ecclesial, local, hierarchical, receptive. There are 
also debates about whether the true nature of the Church should include the 
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organisational, governance and denominational aspects or whether the church is 
simply about the people who constitute it. David Burrell is firmly in the “people” camp 
as evidenced by the following comment: 
It is impossible to think of the church fundamentally as an institution. Rather it 
is the people themselves, the laity, who are in the church.  Whenever they 
gather together in faith, in worship or in action, there the church is present 
even when its normative institutional features are lacking.501 
Lesslie Newbigin agrees with this characterisation and goes even further suggesting 
that centralisation is harmful: 
There is at least a very good case to be made out for the view that large scale 
centralized organisation is harmful to the development of man’s personality 
and incompatible with the nature of the atonement wrought in Christ.502 
Leaders within the WCC like Konrad Raiser acknowledge the increasing trend for 
local ecumenical groups to form often as a result of pressing challenges of injustice, 
violence, oppression and the threat to survival.503 But he does acknowledge that they 
may hold the key to “being the church today” despite possible rejection by 
mainstream and traditional churches. 
Around the world, a lively variety of ecumenical activity is taking place 
especially at the local level, animated by individuals and groups in 
congregations who may never use the word ecumenical.504 
Many churches find it difficult to accept the emergence of such communities 
since they do not easily fit in to the structures of jurisdiction in the discipline of 
ministerial orders. Following the example and witness of such communities of 
hope, we may find the answer to the question of what it means to be the 
church today.505 
George Lindbeck attacks the problem from the other direction suggesting that for 
ecumenism to be unitive, it must start at a local level. 
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Unitive ecumenism among other things needs to be re-conceived. It can no 
longer be thought of as a matter of reconciling relatively intact and structurally 
still Constantinian communions from the top down. Rather it must be thought 
of as reconstituting Christian community and unity from the bottom up.506 
Local churches have a relevance that potentially allows adherents to make sense of 
their local context and problem solve accordingly says Lesslie Newbigin. 
The preaching and teaching of the local church has to be such that it enables 
members to think out the problems that face them in their secular work in the 
light of their Christian faith.507 
Cardinal Leon Suenens lists three criteria for local ecumenical groups or churches to 
be effective. These are freedom from proselytism, ecumenical sensitivity in teaching 
and for leaders to be able to veto particular teachings or activities that go against the 
faithfulness of the participants to their respective Christian bodies.508 
Ecumenical researcher Christine Ariarajah worked for some years with South Asian 
Christian immigrant families living in the USA. In the context of a new country and 
new surroundings, Sri Lankan immigrant families were unconsciously moving away 
from understandings of religious doctrines, regulations and rituals that divided one 
denomination from another. They emerged as non-denominational congregations 
that did not give importance to the historical divisions of the church thus contributing 
to the evolution of informal ecumenism.509 
In conclusion, while structural and ecclesial ecumenism occupies much of the 
discussion about church unity, co-operation amongst churches at a local level is very 
much part of the ecumenical scene. Fortunately, this model lends itself well to 
creation care given the majority of environmental issues (climate change excepted) 
occur at a local level. Water pollution, deforestation, soil erosion and loss of 
biodiversity all occur locally and are visible for restoration groups to mitigate, 
involving ecumenically minded Christians. 
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Pre-eminence of Climate Change as the defining environmental issue of our 
time. 
 
Back in the time of the JPIC, global warming, the greenhouse effect and climate 
change (the three most common used terms to describe the same phenomenon) 
were all in their infancy in terms of global awareness and engagement. 12 years ago, 
Sally Bingham made the following comment: 
There is an awakening to global warming that I could only dream about 10 
years ago. It started with a handful of religious leaders pleading the Earth’s 
case from the pulpit. Now amazingly, the health of the earth and its 
inhabitants has become a priority issue for mainstream religion.510 
In the same year, Colette Coula stated that climate change and its effects deeply 
affect people’s livelihood and alternative ways have to be identified together with 
local communities in order to cope with and adapt to the situation.511  
Sallie McFague criticizes as “absurd”, statements made by some of the highest 
placed academic and political leaders that the carrying capacity of planet earth is 
boundless. She berates former chief economist of the World Bank and President of 
Harvard University Larry Summers who claimed that “there are no limits to the 
carrying capacity of the earth that are likely to bind anytime in the foreseeable 
future”.512  
Fast forward to 2021 and there is not a day go past where wild weather (both floods 
and droughts), gloomy statistics about atmospheric carbon levels and publicity about 
government interventions to reduce emissions are not covered in the mainstream 
media. Churches are struggling to make decisions about how best to assist with 
limited resources and unpredictability about where the next climate disaster will 
break out. The Lutheran World Federation has suggested that given the Kairos of 
climate change today, there is an urgent need for repentance or conversion. We 
need to shift from human independence to human interdependence, from technical 
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control to respect, care and balanced use of creation and from an obsession with 
progress and development to what will result in a more sustainable life for all 
creation.513 
The good news here is that ecumenical climate care groups are already a reality and 
if ever there was a chance for churches (or ecumenical bodies like the WCC) to 
capitalise on the cause of ecumenism by embracing creation care, climate care 
would be a logical place to start.  
Jeremy Kidwell and his colleagues conducted a large-scale study of the group 
Eco‐Congregation Scotland (ECS). ECS comprises a network of more than 400 
churches, including Presbyterian, Episcopal, Methodist, Unitarian, Quaker and 
Roman Catholic communities – certainly a true ecumenical group by any definitional 
measure. At the end of the study they coined the phrase “eco‐theo‐socialisation” 
which describes the behaviours of ECS at the communal (or congregational) – rather 
than individual level.  
ECS groups may become eco‐active in several different ways, values, 
practices and citizenship are articulated in a mutually reinforcing spiral. ECS 
groups work across scales, from local activism to national‐level action, and 
towards forms of environmental care that invoke long‐term temporalities. Their 
climate care also emphasises community building – working slowly within 
institutional structures.514 
Long may groups like the Eco-Congregation Scotland continue to thrive and prosper 
as they become active locally and nationally and work across denominational 
boundaries which can only be described as irrelevant as humankind attempts to 
solve the biggest collective problem it has ever faced. 
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The Oikoumene as it pertains to churches has by and large been understood to 
mean the pursuit of structural and ecclesial unity of the many denominational groups 
calling themselves “Christian” around the world. I have described in Chapter 1 how 
this ecclesial ecumenism has ebbed and flowed over the past century with the 
formation of the WCC in 1948 and Vatican II being the highlights of a century which 
has also seen its fair share of frustrations. In 2021, the ecumenical movement is in a 
sorry state with resources at the WCC significantly depleted and new disagreements 
breaking out amongst member churches particularly around social issues such as 
gay marriage, abortion and euthanasia. There is a feeling of fatigue and frustration 
amongst rank-and-file Christians who would prefer to see ecumenism that is much 
closer and relevant to their context. This is ably summed up by South African 
theologian, Pierre Roussouw: 
The Genesis and agendas of worldwide ecumenical organisations causes 
member churches to send delegates to international meetings. But it should 
be remembered that churches do not consist only of synods. Ecumenism 
takes place on a too centralised basis. In South Africa in particular, it is 
essential that it be decentralised, ecumenism should be a permanent item on 
the agenda as of every church meeting.515 
So there is no question that the WCC, other ecumenical bodies and the churches 
themselves need to reform and re-invigorate themselves if the goal of unity is to be 
achieved.  
Bernard Thorogood has some thoughts on what the church “should not” look like, but 
a distinctive recipe for success remains elusive and is contested between various 
denominations. 
I believe that the distinctiveness of the church as an organism lies somewhere 
here; That it cannot be organised along the lines of political empires, nor of 
transnational corporations, nor of international pressure groups but always 
                                                          




takes as its standard that full unity which is in God and that distinctiveness of 
persons which is also in God.516 
Chapter Two reviewed eco-theology, a more recent (by about 50 years) 
phenomenon which has expanded exponentially across Christendom as the state of 
the natural world has deteriorated. It is apparent that a mandate for Christians to look 
after the creation God has gifted us has always been there, but as a point of priority, 
it has suffered in favour of a more anthropocentric view of the faith i.e. the saving of 
lost souls is a more important endeavour. This situation is changing across many 
churches and ecumenical bodies, interest in creation care is increasing and for many 
young people, environmental issues are more important to them than the 
denominational label that may be on the church they attend. There is an interesting 
parallel here with the formation of the Student Christian Movement in 1892 – it 
became a well-supported venture without any particular denominational affiliation.517 
Chapter Three considered the formation, life and eventual decline of the Justice, 
Peace and Integrity of Creation (JPIC) movement within the World Council of 
Churches which started in the early 1970’s and went through till that late 2000’s. It is 
a good example of how interest in environmental and creation care matters can be 
embedded as part of a broad ecumenical movement. However, it suffered from lack 
of leadership, resourcing as well as theological differences amongst WCC members. 
There was confusion about how justice, peace and creation fitted together and 
prioritisation amongst any of three issues was contested. The most recent 2013 
WCC Assembly was held back in South Korea (this time in Busan) whereas the JPIC 
Convocation was held in 1990 in Seoul. Ironically this marked the death of the JPIC 
as a concept as evidenced by the call of Olav Fykse Tviet the most recent General 
Secretary who left the word “creation” out of his conference speech: 
Without peace, can there be justice? Without justice can there be peace? To 
conceive peace apart from justice is compromise the hope that justice and 
peace shall embrace (Ps. 85:10). Let us rise therefore and work together for 
peace and justice.518 
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While the broad topic area of creation is still actively discussed within the WCC, a 
new acronym with a different emphasis (AGAPE, Alternative Globalisation 
Addressing People and Earth) is now present. 
Chapter Four considered the impact and results of the JPIC. There are several 
examples that many of the ideas now mainstream in eco-theology were formed and 
incubated within the JPIC movement. Eco-theologians like Wesley Granberg-
Michaelson who worked for the WCC on the JPIC programme went on to publish 
many books and articles making the case for Christians to take more leadership in 
environmental matters. 
Chapter Five concludes that creation care is consistent with the church’s identity as 
a missional and eschatologically focussed institution – pre-eminent theologians 
George Lindbeck, Stanley Hauerwas and Lesslie Newbigin were reviewed to reach 
this conclusion.  
In Chapter Six, drawing on strengths and weaknesses identified in the JPIC in 
chapter 4 and the insights offered in chapter 5, a “recipe” is proposed for how the 
WCC might be more successful this time if it were to re-focus efforts on creation care 
as a focus given how much more important this issue has become in the intervening 
years. The recipe is summarised here: 
If the WCC were to…. 
• Develop a universally accepted theology of nature. 
• Treat “creation care” as a stand- alone initiative unencumbered by associated 
social justice issues. 
• Listen to the voices of indigenous people. 
• Place more emphasis on the immanence of God through nature. 
• Co-operate with secular environmental care organisations. 
• Involve young people in all stages of planning and implementing creation care 
initiatives. 
• Consult widely across other world religions. 
• Encourage local ecumenical and environment care groups, not just 
international hierarchies. 
• Promote a comprehensive response to climate change as a universally 
present environmental issue in which every human being has a stake in. 
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…. then it might greatly improve the cause of ecumenism in the traditional sense of 
seeing unity in the church as well as making a big difference in protecting the 
environment. To use the vernacular of Johan van Klinken, this approach could be 
regarded as both horizontal and vertical, a covenant with the maker and what is 
made. 
 
Some value ecology and the conservation of nature as a social work for the 
environment and wild life: this is the horizontal approach, with much of earth 
below, but perhaps too little of heaven above. What is urgent however is that 
churches and religions should recognize the integrity of creation as part of a 
vertical covenant, an intimate relationship with the maker and what is 
made.519 
Might this approach work? One can never be certain until it is tried but what is 
certain is that any new creation care initiatives in the 2020’s come into a vastly 
different context compared with the JPIC in the last three decades of the 20th 
century. Back then, the JPIC was promulgated by a small number of committed 
“Christian greenies”. In the current era, new initiatives taking action along the lines 
suggested in Chapter Six would come into a world where schools, scientists, media, 
politicians, companies and entire countries are focussed on the environment as a 
matter of survival. 
And what benefits might accrue to the church? Robert Le Tellier gives us a taste of 
the future from an Orthodox context. 
Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew of the Eastern Orthodox Church has for 
two decades now, been speaking out in defence of rivers and oceans, 
including the Black Sea. As a result, Orthodoxy is gaining back many young 
people attracted to the theology of creation and the actions it inspires.520 
May the world’s ecumenists catch the vision of what creation care could do for 
church unity, may individual Christians put aside differences and take action in their 
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